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FROM
THE
EDITOR

Dear Reader,
Welcome to the 2020 edition of AWE: A Woman’s Experience. To say that
this year has been remarkable—and remarkably difficult—would be an
understatement. As a planet, we have experienced COVID-19 and its
rippling effects across our economy and healthcare systems. As a nation,
we have grappled anew with issues of racial justice and equality. As you
will discover by going through the pages of this journal, our writers and
artists have had their own personal struggles as well—of faith, confidence,
grief, and change.
Ultimately, however, this journal is a story of triumph. Its mere
existence is a testament to the tenacity of our editing team and graphic
designers. Although published after its intended publication date in large
part due to the sudden exodus of the entire team from campus when the
pandemic reached Utah, it nonetheless stands as a symbol of success in
spite of opposition. For that reason, it is especially worthy of celebration,
and thus I celebrate and honor our entire team.
Perhaps the most humbling part of being the editor in chief, especially in times like these, is being a witness to so many incredible stories:
both the stories of editing team members and the stories of those who
submit their writing and art to the journal. Although we are only able
to accept a limited number of entries to the journal, I want to personally
thank all the writers and artists who submitted an entry for this year’s
publication. Having the opportunity to review so many remarkable works
has convinced me that no one is truly ordinary; we all are extraordinary
with stories and experiences to share.
I hope that, as you read this journal, you will not only experience
a snapshot into the past, but will also join us in celebrating the experiences of women. AWE is all about honoring an aspect of the human
experience that is often left out. As you read and view the writings and
art about or by women included in this issue, I hope these works will
inspire you to look more closely at the world, enabling you to celebrate the extraordinary individuals that are far too often overlooked. By
doing so, I have no doubt that you will find what I have learned: that
each person has incredible stories to share.
Warmly,
Kayla Bach
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McKenzi Christensen

“Baby Suffragettes”
Girls in the Woman’s Suffrage Movement Across
the Atlantic

A

pril 1912, New York City: It is a rainy morning
as a young schoolgirl steps up confidently onto the platform,
facing a crowd of skeptical onlookers. “Miss Dorothy Frooks,”
someone announces beside her, “the youngest suffragette in the world,
a lady who is giving her early years to the cause of justice to women.
Listen to her, you men who praise the ballot, the youngest, the most
enthusiastic and the most intelligent of all the suffragists!”1 Sixteenyear-old Dorothy clears her throat and begins to speak. Across the
Atlantic, another sixteen-year-old, Dora Thewlis, kicks and screams
as police officers drag her through the streets of London. Newspapers
soon detail the arrest and prison sentence of “little Dora,” the newly
famous “baby suffragette” who tried to storm Parliament with fellow
woman’s rights suffragists.2 Dorothy and Dora were among dozens of
girls under the age of twenty-one who actively participated in the
woman’s suffrage movement in the United States and the United Kingdom and thought of themselves as passionate suffragists. Newspaper
articles documented the efforts of these young girls, highlighting and
often criticizing their ages. Their activism was also recorded in diaries,
memoirs, letters, and photographs. Despite the range of sources that
depict the involvement of young girls in the suffrage movement, few
scholars have explored the topic.
Historians such as Jill Liddington, in Rebel Girls: How Votes for Women
Changed Edwardian Lives, address the broader woman’s suffrage movement
and highlight a dozen women involved in Northern England, several of
which happened to be younger girls—girls like Dora Thewlis and Adela
1 “Girl Speaks Sans Riot,” The New York Tribune, April 28, 1912.
2 “The Baby Suffragette,” Sheffield Daily Telegraph, March 28, 1907.
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Pankhurst.3 Liddington notes that mothers and daughters often worked
together for the vote but does not discuss the implications of young
girls participating in woman’s suffrage and how that differed from the
experiences of adult women. In Rise Up, Women! The Remarkable Lives of
the Suffragettes, Diane Atkinson similarly offers a broad history of the
militant woman’s suffrage movement across the United Kingdom over
several decades.4 She highlights dozens of suffragettes, including young
suffragettes such as Nellie Hall. However, Atkinson does not address their
involvement at length or the importance of these girls’ young ages.
Focusing particularly on young English girls, historian Carol Dyhouse’s
Girl Trouble: Panic and Progress in the History of Young Women surveys a range
of issues such as girls’ access to education, body anxieties, countercultures,
and media, from the early nineteenth to twenty-first century.5 Briefly discussing girls’ involvement in the suffrage movement, Dyhouse suggests
that many schoolteachers—those who were also passionate suffragists—
inspired their students by introducing them to women’s rights figures and
becoming their role models.
While some historians have brought attention to British girls taking
part in woman’s suffrage, fewer highlight American girls’ involvement
in the movement. Margaret McFadden, in her article “Boston Teenagers
Debate the Woman Question 1837–1838” introduces two young American
participants, Ednah Dow Littlehale and Caroline Wells Healey, analyzing
the girls’ correspondence about women’s rights.6 Identifying the continuities in how the girls wrote about women’s rights as young girls and later
as adults, McFadden’s work reevaluates the way scholars see teenage correspondence as immature or juvenile, arguing that they should take them
as seriously as writings by adult suffragists. Notably, she points out that
young girls talked about women’s rights using more personal language,
suggesting that girls’ sources create a more authentic look into the minds
of women’s rights activists.
Historian Jane Hunter in How Young Ladies Became Girls: The Victorian
Origins of American Girlhood, illustrates changes to the idea of girlhood
in the US through the latter half of the nineteenth century. Discussing
3 Jill Liddington, Rebel Girls: How Votes for Women Changed Edwardian Lives (London:
Virago, 2015).
4 Diane Atkinson, Rise Up Women!: The Remarkable Lives of the Suffragettes (London:
Bloomsbury Publishing, 2018).
5 Carol Dyhouse, Girl Trouble: Panic and Progress in the History of Young Women (London:
Zed Books, 2014).
6 Margaret McFadden, “Boston Teenagers Debate the Woman Question, 1837–1838.”
Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and Society 15, no. 4, (1990).
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a broad range of issues surrounding Victorian girlhood, Hunter argues
that the historical treatment of girls portrayed adolescent girls as objects.
Hunter identifies the rise of coeducational schooling as a crucial constructions to modern girlhood, which led to increased discussion of suffrage by
young girls.
Other scholars, such as Mary Celeste Kearney, in “Coalescing: The
Development of Girls’ Studies,” highlight girl activism within each wave of
the feminist movement.7 Kearney argues that the study of girls has not only
been ignored by scholars in general but particularly by feminist scholars.
Arguing that feminists have had a long tradition of “uneasy identification and, sometimes, disindentification with girls,” she notes the divide
between adult suffragists who argued that attaching young girls to the
suffrage movement would label the whole movement as childish.8
Corrine Field’s recent research on the generational divides between
suffragists further shows the relevance of how age played a role in how suffragists worked together.9 Field argues that while most political movements
have used children to represent possibility and the future, the suffrage
movement allied themselves with older women to represent maturity, drawing a sharp line between minors and adults allied together in the woman’s
suffrage movement.
Finally, Berry Mayall’s work highlights suffragists fighting for children’s
rights and encouraging youth to take part in politics. In Visionary Women
and Visible Children, England 1900–1920, he argues that some suffragists
looked beyond the vote to broader social issues such as socio-economic
impacts on children. He also draws attention to youth organizations such
as the Junior Suffragettes, created by Sylvia Pankhurst, and shares examples of how it inspired young people to stand up for their rights. Like other
scholars of the history of childhood and youth, Mayall argues that young
people are not “deficient or incomplete adults, not developmental projects,
not just objects of concern” but capable of thinking and reasoning.10
Building on the work of these scholars, and drawing on newspaper
articles and archival sources such as diaries, interviews, letters, and memoirs from the Women’s Library at the London School of Economics, as well
as the Schlesinger Library and the New York Public Library, this study
7 Mary Celeste Kearney, “Coalescing: The Development of Girls’ Studies.” NWSA journal,
(2009).
8 Ibid., 8.
9 Corrine T. Field, “Grand Old Women and Modern Girls: Generational and Racial
Conflict in the US Women’s Rights Movement, 1870–1920” (unpublished MS).
10 Berry Mayall, Visionary Women and Visible Children, England 1900–1920: Childhood and
the Women’s Movement (New York: Springer, 2017).
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argues that, though often forgotten and pushed aside, young girls were
active participants in the woman’s suffrage movement across the United
States and United Kingdom. Girls began to sense new avenues for self-expression and independence within the movement, which provided them
with the opportunity and space to express themselves and their opinions
publicly. Although these young girls have been generally overlooked, this
study identifies factors which led girls to become active in the movement
and highlights youth suffrage groups formed by both adult suffragists and
young people themselves. Further, this study addresses the varying reactions of the press and adult suffragists, and in doing so provides insight
into the reasons young girls have been forgotten in the movement.

Schools and Suffragettes
There were many avenues from which girls learned about and participated in woman’s suffrage. Perhaps not surprisingly, one way that girls
encountered the woman’s suffrage movement was through their schools,
teachers, and peers. In 1912, Winifred Starbuck and her classmates at an
all-girls school in England “followed the suffragette movement with a
good deal of excitement,” decorating their desks with the Women’s Social
and Political Union colors, hanging pictures up of their favorite suffragette heroines, and “scanning the press anxiously” for any news about the
movement. In general, teachers kept quiet about their own involvement in
the movement for fear of losing their jobs, though the girls knew that “the
suffragettes were making a deep impression on some teachers” and that
many had “thrown themselves into the movement with heart and soul.” In
March 1912, as the schoolgirls scanned a list of arrests in the papers, they
saw their teacher’s name, who had been arrested for throwing a brick in a
window directly in front of a police officer. The courage of their teacher
inspired the girls, and they began taking “a small part in the activities
of the suffragettes, such as attending meetings, and distributing leaflets.”
Their teacher served not only as a role model for the girls but provided
them with the space to learn about the movement and form understandings of justice and equality. By 1914, the school fired many of the teachers
because of their participation in the movement and “it was clear that
the teachers put in their place were not suffragettes.” Outraged, the girls
began to protest. They first persuaded their parents to sign a petition for
the reinstatement of their teachers. When this amounted to nothing, they
began, what Winifred Starbuck called, “a term of disorder.” She described
a “joyous anarchy” taking over the school. Drawing on the bravery and
8 | A WOMAN'S EXPERIENCE

activism of their former teacher, soon all of the schoolgirls refused to enter
the building, taking the school bell and gong with them, “galloping about
on the outskirts of the field” and pretending not to hear their teachers
calling them in. As a result, Starbuck and all the girls in her year were
suspended and forbidden to enter the school grounds. Refusing to accept
this, Starbuck walked straight into the building, “opened the side doors
and windows to admit the others,” and they all “broke up in style.” Later
that night, she and the other girls broke “into the school by a window
one of the girls had left open” and wrote “Votes for Women” slogans all
over the walls.11 Winfred Starbuck and her classmates’ experience suggests
that the example and activism of a teacher could help students gain an
understanding of concepts such as justice and equality, thereby giving the
students space and courage to challenge the injustices and inequalities
they began to see around them.
Similarly, sixteen-year-old Vera Brittain’s teacher Miss Louise Heath
Jones at St. Monica’s boarding school in Surrey, both “inspired and intimidated the girls,” and was an “ardent though always discreet feminist.”12
Teachers, like Miss Heath Jones, provided her students with suffrage
information, even taking them to suffrage meetings. Brittain had suspicions that she was “secretly in sympathy with the militant suffrage raids
and demonstrations.”13 Her encouragement “prevailed upon [Brittain] to
read the newspapers, which were then quite unusual adjuncts to teaching in girls’ private schools.”14 Miss Heath Jones provided Brittain with
feminist books such as Olive Schreiner’s Woman and Labor, which deeply
impacted her. The book was “a trumpet call summoning the faithful to a
vital crusade” for her as it said, “There is no closed door we do not intend
to force open; and there is no fruit in the garden of knowledge it is not
our determination to eat.”15 “There at the age of sixteen,” she described,
“I first visualized in rapt childish ecstasy a world where women would
no longer be the second rate, unimportant creatures that they were considered, but the equal and respected company of men.”16 Not all of Miss
Heath Jones’s students appreciated her lessons but for Vera Brittain it
awakened in her a “desire to think” which she believed teachers needed
11 Winifred Starbuck, interview with Marjorie Anderson, “A Term of Disorder,” BBC
Radio Woman’s Hour, 1958.
12 Vera Brittain, Testament of Youth: An Autobiographical Study of the Years 1900–1925.
(London: Gollancz, 1933), 32.
13 Ibid., 38.
14 Ibid., 38.
15 Ibid., 39.
16 Ibid., 39–41.
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to induce in students.17 While at university, Brittain joined the Oxford
Society for Woman Suffrage, which further “reinforced the feminist tendencies which [she] had first acquired at school” from Miss Heath Jones.18
Teachers, like Miss Heath Jones, helped some of their students reevaluate
their lives and challenge the norms around them. As girls left school, they
often took with them ideals of equality and justice learned from their
teachers that they could not shake as they returned home, often much to
the dismay of their parents.
Another schoolgirl described the impact of her suffragist school teachers in South London: “We have a sort of suffrage lesson every morning
after prayers,” she continued, “The headmistress explains the principles
of the suffrage movement. She does not actually persuade us to believe in
the cause but we know how keen she is and naturally we follow her example.”19 Many teachers understood that they primarily had to encourage
suffrage activity through their examples. Parents often reacted negatively
towards this, with one father of a schoolgirl saying, “It is disgraceful that
girls should be taught suffragette doctrines at such a young age.”20 Despite
parental disapproval, many schoolgirls eagerly followed the example of
their teachers. “Almost every girl in the school is a keen suffragette” one
student explained, “Most of the girls of fifteen and over know the names
of the leading suffragettes, and read their speeches with great interest.
A large number of us are militants,” she continued, “of course we don’t
smash windows and do things of that sort, but we think that something
must be done to bring the cause to the front.”21
Teachers were encouraged at times to become suffragists in order to
inspire young minds. The Boston Equal Suffrage League created a Teacher’s Branch, publishing pamphlets illustrating the connections between
a woman teacher and woman’s suffrage. They argued, “Our youth must
learn to live in a democracy. . . . Is it wise for the youth of any state to
receive all its teaching in democratic principles from teachers who are
themselves a living negation of the principle that ‘governments derive
their just powers from the consent of the governed?’”22 If teachers hoped
17 Ibid., 40.
18 Ibid., 58.
19 “Suffrage Lessons,” Daily Mirror, March 26, 1914.
20 “Suffrage Lessons,” Daily Mirror, March 26, 1914.
21 Ibid.
22 “Teacher’s Branch of the Boston Equal Suffrage League,” Papers of Florence Luscomb in
the Women’s Rights Collection, Schlesinger Library, Radcliffe Institute, Harvard University,
reel WRC 643b.
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to prepare their students to be good citizens, they argued, they needed to
have a sense of activism themselves.
Young suffragists learned about woman’s suffrage not only from their
teachers but also from their peers. School became a place where girls
could develop their individual identities and find peers who felt the same
discontents, angers, and commitments to a common cause.23 This was the
case for Annabel Huth Jackson, a fifteen-year-old attending an all-girls’
boarding school in Cheltenham, England.24 According to Jackson, one of
her classmates “smuggled in The Story of an African Farm” and after reading
it, Jackson said that, “the whole world seemed aflame and many of us
became violent feminists.”25 Similarly, two young schoolgirls, Mary Davis
and Sylvia Hill, held a suffrage meeting for their classmates. The girls gave
speeches and decorated Hill’s home in Birmingham, England in suffrage
colors. By the end of the evening, all but three girls had joined the cause.
Davis described, “It is grand being a suffragette because we schoolgirls
are beginning to see the seriousness of the movement and the necessity
of having the vote as a power for protection of our interests when we
are older.”26 Peers could offer a safe space for young girls to express their
thoughts, share their ideas and experiences, and feel a sense of community
separate from adult suffragists.
However, not all peers supported each other in the movement. Olive
Bartels, a young girl from Ireland, became more involved in the militant
side of the women’s movement when she went to school, and lost all of her
friends because of it. “If you became militant you lost all of your friends.
They would have nothing to do with you—terrible hostility—they just
dropped you,” she later explained. The public, and even many suffragists,
particularly, did not approve of militant action. A militant adult suffragette was one thing but a young militant girl was a horrifying concept.
Not being able to “make friends her own age,” Bartels clung to her
mother and other older women in the “very close-knit” woman’s move23 Carol Dyhouse, Girls Growing up in Late Victorian and Edwardian England. (Abington,
UK: Routledge, 2012), 172.
24 Annabel Huth Jackson, A Victorian Childhood. (Abington, UK: Routledge, 2016),
160–161. Born Claire Annabel Grant-Duff. Later married, changing her last name to
Huth Jackson and chose to go by middle name Annabel. She used Annabel Huth Jackson
as her pen name.
25 Historian Sally Mitchell in The Girl’s Own: Cultural Histories of the Anglo-American
Girl, 1830–1915 wrote: “Virtually every recollection of pupil-teacher life in the last decades
of the nineteenth century that I have discovered mentions—with bated breath and
great excitement, as a thrilling, liberating, and highly secret experience—reading Olive
Schreiner’s The Story of an African Farm.” 252.
26 “Another Schoolgirl’s Letter,” Votes for Women, March 19, 1909.
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ment.27 Unlike other schoolgirls who had joined the movement as a result
of their teachers or peers, Bartels joined the movement by watching the
example of her mother, which gave her someone to rely on when she
became shunned at school. From a young age, Bartels remembered her
mother going to London to speak at the House of Commons and protest
for votes for women. Growing up, she watched as her mother sold suffrage
papers outside of the post office, and “admired her enormously.” Inspired
by her example, she and her sister chalked for the movement—drawing
“Votes for Women” slogans on the streets.28

A Family Ordeal: Like Mother, Like Daughter
Like Olive Bartels, many followed the examples of their suffragist
mothers. Nine-year-old Scottish girl Bessie Watson joined the woman’s
movement alongside her mother. While
walking with her mother through the
streets of Edinburgh they stopped to
look at the window of the WSPU office.
Watson described, “When we came out,
my mother and I were members of the
WSPU.” Throughout “this most exciting time of [her] life,” she “followed the
newspapers and attended meetings with
[her] mother.”29
Similarly, Florence Luscomb of Massachusetts became a suffragette through
her mother. Her mother was a delegate
of the National American Woman’s Suffrage Association and Luscomb noted
that her mother “was a very remarkable Florence Luscomb, MC 394.38, Papers
woman . . . always playing her part, of Florence Luscomb, The Schlesinger
contributing financially to the radical Library
27 Olive Bartels, Oral Interview, 27 March 1976, Box 1, Disc 17, Oral Evidence of the
Suffragette and Suffragist Movements: The Brian Harrison Interviews, The Women’s
Library, The London School of Economics.
28 Ibid.
29 “The Lone Piper: Elizabeth Somerville Autobiography,” The Piping Times, 1998. Prior
to joining the movement, her family had just faced a tragedy, with Watson’s younger
brother dying of diphtheria. The woman’s movement gave the grieving family something
to distract themselves with.
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movements.”30 At the age of five, her mother took her to hear suffragist
Susan B. Anthony speak. She recalled, “I was too young to remember what
she said, but I feel that having attended
the event obviously left a lasting impression on my development. I realized as a
very young girl that there was no equality for half my race.”31 Throughout her
girlhood, she attended suffrage meetings
with her mother and spent all of her
spare time campaigning for the movement: “I did what a youngster can do. I’d
usher meetings, address envelopes, and
hand out leaflets.”32 She was described
as a “dynamo and [her] mother a Gatling
gun.”33At sixteen, she became one of the
few women to attend MIT.34 Her suffragist activity never waned during this
time, as she spoke on soapboxes on street
corners, marched in parades, wrote leaf- Florence Luscomb, MC 394.11, Papers
of Florence Luscomb, The Schlesinger
lets, and organized local suffrage clubs.35 Library
Many young girls grew up not only
with suffragist mothers but also with whole suffragist families. Adela
Pankhurst grew up in a prominent suffragist and socialist family. Her
mother, Emmeline Pankhurst, and older sisters, Christabel and Sylvia, were some of the leading suffragettes in the woman’s movement in
England. Throughout her childhood, her home was a center of political
life, and she would quietly listen and try not to be seen. As a young girl,
Adela resented her family’s constant activism. She described growing,
“more and more listless day by day” as “one excitement followed another
in public life. Strikes, elections, free speech demonstrations, and public
30 The Boston Phoenix, November 11, 1975, pg. 19 from the Papers of Florence Luscomb,
Schlesinger Library, Radcliffe Institute, Harvard University.
31 “Brief Biographical Sketch,” 1945, from the Papers of Florence Luscomb, Schlesinger
Library, Radcliffe Institute, Harvard University.
32 The Boston Phoenix, November 11, 1975, pg. 19 from the Papers of Florence Luscomb,
Schlesinger Library, Radcliffe Institute, Harvard University.
33 Alice Stone Blackwell to Florence Luscomb, June 8, 1912, Papers of Florence
Luscomb, Schlesinger Library, Radcliffe Institute, Harvard University.
34 “Brief Biographical Sketch,” 1945, from the Papers of Florence Luscomb, Schlesinger
Library, Radcliffe Institute, Harvard University.
35 “Autobiography,” from the Papers of Florence Luscomb, Schlesinger Library,
Radcliffe Institute, Harvard University.
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bodies.”36 Despite the neglect she felt because of her family’s activism,
Adela found interest in it herself. From a young age, she read, “everything
[she] could lay [her] hands on concerning social evils and a desire to begin
[a] career as a crusader for social righteousness stirring in [her].”37 At eighteen, her mother and older sisters formed the Women’s Social and Political Union in their home, at which point she too began publicly speaking
for the movement.38 She described,
It fell to my lot to become more and more active in the movement.
I had often to take my mother’s place when she found demands on
her were beyond her time and strength. When I think how young I
was and how inexperienced in life, I marvel at her faith in my good
sense and capacity, when she sent
me traveling long distances from
home to address meetings, not
only in halls, but out of doors. At
that time, I saw nothing strange
about a small, round-faced girl
of less than twenty years of age,
standing before great crowds. As
a matter of fact, I forgot all about
myself, and thinking only of the
movement, I generally found the
hour or more for which I had been
speaking had slipped away and
neither I nor the audience were
aware of it.39
Because of her participation, Adela Adela Pankhurst, 1907, TWL.2002.98,
Woman’s Library, London School of
Pankhurst went from being “a shy, some- The
Economics.
what melancholy girl” to a “self-confident
woman who could hold crowds of thousands” before she was even nineteen.40 This confidence helped her challenge
anti-suffragists, “mobs of boys and men” gathering around her pelting
[her] with eggs, tomatoes, and overripe oranges.”41 During one particular
36 Liddington, Rebel Girls, 560.
37 Ibid.
38 Vera Coleman, Adela Pankhurst: The Wayward Suffragette (Melbourne: University
Press, 2003) 33–34.
39 Liddington, Rebel Girls, 678.
40 Ibid., 649.
41 Ibid., 648.
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speech, she was repeatedly hounded by an anti-suffragist man who said,
“If you were my wife I’d give you a dose of poison.” Pankhurst cheerfully
replied, “No need of that my friend, if I were your wife I’d take it.”42 She
continued to give five to ten public speeches a week before she turned
twenty.43 While young girls typically had no space to express themselves
in public life or politics, the woman’s suffrage movement gave girls like
Adela Pankhurst an opportunity to share their opinions publicly that they
might have otherwise kept silent about.
Young factory worker Elsie Flint also came in contact with the suffrage movement through her parents. Brought up by socialists, Flint was
active in political life from a young age. Growing up attending a socialist Sunday school inspired her to study social issues including woman’s suffrage. She heard her parents always “talking about how women
should have the vote.” Woman’s suffrage was often tied to socialism,
which were both historically radical movements. Class and gender often
intertwined, making many pursuers of social justice involved in both
socialism and suffrage. Many prominent suffragettes were also socialists,
such as Sylvia Pankhurst. At sixteen, Flint protested for better working
conditions alongside Pankhurst. Elsie Flint and her mother and sisters
would go to suffrage meetings together each week and felt like they
“were going to move mountains.”44
Nellie Hall’s parents helped found the Women’s Social and Political
Union, alongside the Pankhursts. Their involvement profoundly influenced her participation in women’s suffrage. Hall explained, “Considering my family history, it is really not surprising that I have always been
prepared to make a stand when I am deeply concerned about matters.
It was inevitable that I should become closely connected with the women’s movement.”45 Both of her parents were active suffragists and growing
up she watched as her parents were repeatedly arrested for the cause. At
fourteen, Nellie Hall walked home from school every day to the prison
and sang freedom songs for the suffragette prisoners, all the while having
rotten vegetables and eggs thrown at her by anti-suffragists. At sixteen,
she was first arrested herself for trying to send a press telegram about a
42 Ibid.
43 Coleman, Adela Pankhurst, 35.
44 Elsie Flint, Oral Interview, 19 December 1974, Box 1, Disc 7, Oral Evidence of the
Suffragette and Suffragist Movements: The Brian Harrison Interviews, The Women’s
Library, The London School of Economics.
45 Nellie Hall, “A Personal Experience: the Beginnings of Women’s Liberation,” n.d,
7JCC/01/03, The Jill Craigie Archives, The Women’s Library, The London School of
Economics.
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suffrage meeting her father was holding. Hall’s younger sister was also
involved in the movement, and at times, the entire family was arrested
together. When Hall was nineteen, she was in charge of disrupting a dinner the prime minister was to be attending, despite her young age. Setting
off the fire alarm, she made it impossible for him to enter the building.
She then threw a brick through the window of his car and immediately
was “surrounded by a crowd of policemen who hauled [her] through a
long line of onlookers, all of whom contributed their opinion of [her] as
[she] passed.”46 Hall’s young age did not save her from harsh treatment in
prison. While there, she was force-fed 137 times.47 She vowed that “more
militancy would take place and more houses would burn” the longer she
remained in prison.48 During the court sentencing, her “mouth was very
much cut, clothes badly torn and hands swollen and bruised and [she]
made a magnificent effort to stop the proceedings.”49 As she was being
dragged out, she shouted, “It doesn’t matter, we shall go on fighting, fighting, fighting.”50 Even though she “scarcely had the strength to sit upright,
one felt she was stronger than any other human being in that court. By
sheer force of spirituality, she conquered and dominated the scene.”51
Nellie Hall’s fierce conviction and determination for the cause, learned
from her suffragist parents, gave her room to “dominate the scene” and
exhibit confidence and power in spite of her age and circumstance.
Another young English girl, Victoria Simmons, joined the movement
alongside her family. At eighteen, Simmons and her mother and five sisters
attended a suffrage meeting in Bristol where suffragette Annie Kenney
spoke and they “were all so impressed that [they] all joined the WSPU.”52
Simmons’s mother taught her daughters a sense of justice. She described,
“If we saw anything wrong that was harmful to anybody we must take up
the matter. She brought us all up like that.” Due to her health, Simmons’s
mother could not be active in the movement but encouraged her daughters to be as involved as possible.
Victoria Simmons described joining the movement for several reasons: She felt discriminated by her father for only letting her brothers
46 Ibid.
47 Ibid.
48 The Times, June 9, 1914, p.4.
49 “Terrible Scenes in Court,” The Suffragette, June 5, 1914.
50 The Times, June 3, 1914, p.3.
51 “Miss Nellie Hall at the Old Bailey,” The Suffragette, July 3, 1914.
52 Victoria Simmons Lidiard, Oral Interview, 28 March 1976, Box 1, Disc 17, Oral
Evidence of the Suffragette and Suffragist Movements: The Brian Harrison Interviews,
The Women’s Library, The London School of Economics.
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receive an education. She recalled that this annoyed her as well as her
sisters and mother that “the boys had to have the education but not the
girls.” She felt that the woman’s suffrage movement could help push women’s education forward. She also felt enraged by the growing disappearance of young girls in Bristol, due to white slave trafficking. Simmons felt
furious that no one was doing anything to stop young girls from being
taken. The WSPU helped her to become more aware of social issues such
as this and play a part in fighting them. Finally, Simmons and her sisters joined the movement due to how they saw their father treat their
mother. Simmons’s father was adamantly an anti-suffragist but living in
a house with six women meant that there was not much he could do to
stop them. One of Simmons’s older brothers “who was very very much for
the movement” frequently stood up to their father about suffrage, and “he
was the only one that dared say anything.”53 Simmons began selling Votes
for Women on the streets, even as people spit on her, and chalking the
pavements with suffrage slogans. She described,
One morning I was out at half-past seven chalking that there would
be a suffrage meeting tonight. I was nearly at the end of the road
when a policeman came around the corner. I looked up and bolted
because after all there was no sense in being caught. I dashed along
the next road and then entered the main road and jumped on a
tram. The policeman must have been very fast because he got on
the tram almost at the same time and caught me.54
Despite being terrified of public speaking, Simmons also began speaking for
the movement. She would stand on top
of large trucks and speak as young boys
crowded around and “threw very ripe
bananas” at her.55
Elsie Duval also grew up in a family
of passionate suffragists. She became
a suffragist herself at the age of fifteen.
Her parents thought she was too young
at the time to become involved in militant action, but by nineteen, she threw
Elsie Duval, 7FHD/D/33, The Woman’s
herself into the militant movement. In Library, London School of Economics
1911, police arrested her for breaking a
53 Ibid.
54 Ibid.
55 Ibid.
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window and sentenced her to one month in prison. Police also arrested
her mother during this time.56 Protesting her mother’s imprisonment,
Elsie Duval also went on hunger strike and was force-fed over nine “excruciatingly painful” times.57 She described refusing food, and clinging to the
frame of her bed as they tried to force a tube down her throat.58 Despite
the ordeal of the treatment, she wrote, “To win we must be prepared to
fight and suffer. There are clouds gathering and it will not be long before
another storm will burst forth.” While she was in prison, police arrested
Duval’s sisters as well. Fighting for votes for women was a family ordeal.59

Girls Joining the Movement Independently
Many young girls joined the movement on their own, without examples
of teachers or family members. This was the case for Vera Wentworth,
who became a suffragette in 1906, at the age of 17.60 She “became one of
the most militant suffragettes.” In one instance, Wentworth snuck into
a church where the Prime Minister, Mr. Asquith, would be speaking the
next day. She hid underneath the chairs as the lights were turned out. As
the cleaners came and started to work, she rolled from one side of the
chairs to the others, to avoid being caught. She then snuck up into the
loft of the church where the organ was, taking the ladder up with her.
The next day,as Mr. Asquith began to speak, Wentworth’s voice boomed
from behind the organ, “Mr. Asquith, when are you going to give women
the vote?” Pandemonium ensued as the guests hunted for her but could
not reach her as they could not find the ladders. The meeting came to a
complete halt.61 At eighteen, she was sentenced to six weeks in prison but
had to serve an extra day for scratching “Votes for Women” onto her cell
wall, a penalty she described as “well worth the extra day. They will never
get it out . . . I believe that inscription will stand as a lasting memorial of
56 Ibid.
57 Elsie Duval, “Local Suffragists’ Prison Experiences,” Oct 11, 1912, 7HFD/D/33,
Papers of Hugh Franklin and Elsie Duval, The Women’s Library, The London School of
Economics.
58 Ibid.
59 Due to complications of being force-fed in prison, Elsie died at the young age of 26,
only two years after marrying fellow suffragist Hugh Franklin.
60 “Some Ugly Scenes,” Weston-super-Mare Gazette and General Advertiser, June 27, 1908;
Vera Wentworth was born Jessie Spinks. She changed her name 1907 when she became
a full-time suffragist.
61 Victoria Simmons Lidiard, Oral Interview, 28 March 1976, Box 1, Disc 17, Oral
Evidence of the Suffragette and Suffragist Movements: The Brian Harrison Interviews,
The Women’s Library, The London School of Economics.
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our work today.”62 She always tried to make her fellow suffragette prisoners laugh, “playing ‘Votes for Women’ tunes on [her] comb.”63 Police
arrested her again that same year, dragging her away from a railing
during a speech.64 At nineteen, she was arrested four times, enduring
excruciating force-feeding.65 Wentworth felt a strong connection to her
fellow suffragette prisoners, and even at her young age she tried to provide them with inspiration and courage.
During one prison sentence, she heard
the screams of her fellow suffragettes
being force-fed and she broke through
her cell window. She was then put in a
pitch-black room of solitary confinement for singing suffragette songs and
handcuffed to her bed.66
Jessie Stephen also joined the movement on her own in 1910 when she was
sixteen years old in Glasgow, Scotland,
and was the youngest member of the
delegation there.67 She would sell Votes
for Women papers on the street: “I used
to be a great salesman, shouting ‘Votes
Vera Wentworth wearing an apron to
for Women.’ Being so young, I had more advertise a WSPU London Procession,
people coming up to buy the paper than June 21, 1908, Women’s Library, London
if I’d been older.” She chalked “Votes for School of Economics
Women” slogans on the pavement even
as people came along trying to rub them out or drove by to splash her
with mud. She traveled to London at sixteen to lobby for votes, with
women who “were twice and three times [her] age.” As she and crowd
of women “were marching peaceably across Westminster bridge some
men came out and broke up [their] demonstration.” “They tore my hat
62 Lord Archibald Fenner Brockway, Oral Interview, 29 April 1980, Box 1, Disc 38, Oral
Evidence of the Suffragette and Suffragist Movements: The Brian Harrison Interviews,
The Women’s Library, The London School of Economics; “Jokes in Holloway Gaol” The
Daily Telegraph, March 20, 1908.
63 Ibid.
64 “The Militant Demonstrations,” Votes for Women, July 2, 1908;
65 “Release of the Bristol Prisoners,” Votes for Women, December 03, 1909.
66 Ibid.
67 Jessie Stephen, Oral Interview, 1 July 1977, Box 1, Disc 32, Oral Evidence of the
Suffragette and Suffragist Movements: The Brian Harrison Interviews, The Women’s
Library, The London School of Economics.
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off my hair,” she related, “pulling out my hair by the handful and tore
my coat. And the police were there . . . and didn’t do a thing to stop
it.”68 Early on, she became involved in militant activity. She dropped acid
bombs into pillar-boxes across Glasgow: “It was organized in a military
precision,” she described, “we were all handed the box of acid and were
told the exact time that we had to drop it in. We covered the whole city
of Glasgow. And nobody was ever caught.”69 Inspired by her work in the
suffrage movement, Jessie Stephen formed the Domestic Workers Union
in Glasgow when she was seventeen. She spoke to crowds of two hundred
girls, with knees wobbling, inspiring
them to stand up for better working
conditions as domestic laborers.70
Sixteen-year-old Rebecca Hourwich
from Washington D.C. joined the women’s suffrage movement from reading the
news. She wrote, “When I read in the
papers that the Women’s Party was aiming to give women freedom, and were
going to have a suffrage parade in Washington, here was a group that would have
many brave, wonderful women whom I
wanted to meet.”71 She described her
motivation saying, “I wanted to do something dramatic. I wanted to do something
interesting.” Acting on what she read,
Rebecca Hourwich, age 16,
she “went downtown to the Woman’s
National Woman’s Party Records, 1923
Party Headquarters and simply said, ‘I
would like to be a volunteer to help in the parade.’ I don’t know what they
thought but they immediately arranged for me to do what a little errand
girl would do.”72 She took part in the 1913 Women’s March on Washington after the inauguration of Woodrow Wilson. She described the riotous
crowds, with men on the street shouting “insulting and obscene” things.
Men tried to lift her skirt, and she felt that they “wanted to do injury to
68 Ibid.
69 Ibid.
70 Ibid; “Domestic Workers Union,” Milngavie and Bearsden Herald, January 9, 1914. She
was able to secure the girls two hours off and that employers had to pay for uniforms. Later
she began working for Sylvia Pankhurst’s East London Worker’s Suffrage Federation.
71 Rebecca Hourwich Reyher, Search and Struggle for Equality and Independence (Berkeley:
University of California, 1977) 56.
72 Ibid.
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the women who were parading on foot.”73 However, she described that she
was not scared because she was young. She thought, “If anybody attacks
me I’ll fight them.”74
Throughout her teenage years, Hourwich worked with the woman’s
suffrage organizations and older women “got a lot of work out of [her] for
nothing.”75 She described, “for many years of my life I was a little errand
girl.”76 She attended “all the meetings like an eager, young beaver.
I sat in on very important key
meetings with a group of older,
dedicated women.”77 She worked
with Alice Paul, a prominent
suffragist in the US, and worried
that Miss Paul saw her “just as a
little softy and needed toughening
up.”78 “Campaigning for suffrage
had become [her] full-time program. Sixteen hours a day, seven Rebecca Hourwich, “Blazing Suffrage Trail on
Cape” Clippings, 1917–1927, MC562, Papers of
days a week.” She ran the suffrage Rebecca Hourwich Reyher, The Schlesinger
headquarters in Chicago, was an Library
officer for the Feminist Alliance,
and stood on the picket lines in D.C. with Miss Paul.79 She eagerly contacted state suffrage organizations to help them in their state campaigns.
She helped run suffrage campaigns in over eleven states while still a
teenager. She was a “seasoned campaigner” before she was eighteen.80 She
continued working for women’s rights throughout her life. She traveled
and lived throughout the world as a journalist, writing many books about
International Women’s rights, particularly African Women’s Rights.81
73 Ibid., 57.
74 “BBC Interview with Reyher,” MC 562, Papers of Rebecca Hourwich, Schlesinger
Library, Radcliffe Institute, Harvard University.
75 Ibid., 59.
76 “BBC Interview with Reyher,” MC 562, Papers of Rebecca Hourwich, Schlesinger
Library, Radcliffe Institute, Harvard University.
77 Ibid., 60.
78 Ibid., 76.
79 “Malone to Open Suffrage Battle,” MC562, Papers of Rebecca Hourwich, Schlesinger
Library, Radcliffe Institute, Harvard University.
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Media Attitudes towards Young Girls
in the Movement
Girls faced a range of reactions towards their suffrage activity from the
public. The press often criticized or marveled at the age of young suffragettes. News reporters called Elsie Duval’s accountability and sanity
into question because of her age and involvement in the movement. One
newspaper related an account of a magistrate who had Duval examined
by a doctor after she was arrested for suffrage activity because he could
not believe that a young girl would get involved in the militant suffrage
movement unless she was mentally insane or coerced into joining by controlling adults. He said to Duval, “I did not think you were responsible for
your actions . . . the doctor says you are apparently quite sane but . . . that
by reason of your youth you are apt to be led away and excited by other
unscrupulous and hysterical persons.” She countered this, saying, “I was
excited by absolutely no-one. What I did was entirely on my own.” She
proceeded to say that she was not sorry for what she had done. The magistrate then called her a “silly little girl” who could not influence anybody,
much less a government.82 When Duval challenged this, the magistrate
replied, “Well, you are a girl and obviously silly.”83 Many saw girlhood as
equivalent with immaturity and irrationality. The press often wrote off
young girls, like Elsie Duval, who demonstrated individuality or defiance
as easily impressionable or “apt to be led away” by manipulating adults.
Newspapers across the United Kingdom documented and critiqued
the age and accountability of another young girl, sixteen-year-old Dora
Thewlis, a factory girl from Huddersfield, who stormed the House of
Commons in 1907 with a procession of suffragettes. Dozens of newspapers
detailed the event and her arrest, labeling her the “baby suffragette.”84
Headlines highlighted her youth, calling her “the little suffragette,” “the
girl suffragette,” “the child suffragette,” and “little Dora.”85 These headlines
were so intriguing to the public that Dora’s story quickly became popular
and appeared in over twenty-five newspapers in the space of a few days.86
82 “Local Suffragette Smashes Windows,” July 7, 1912, 7HFD/D/33, Papers of Hugh
Franklin and Elsie Duval, The Women’s Library, The London School of Economics.
83 Ibid.
84 “The Baby Suffragette,” Sheffield Daily Telegraph, March 28, 1907; “Baby Suffragette,”
The Leeds Mercury, March 27, 1907.
85 “The Little Suffragette,” March 26, 1907. Yorkshire Evening Post; “Huddersfield Girl
Suffragette,” March 29, 1907. The Shipley Times and Express; “Child Suffragette Released,”
March 28, 1907. The Daily Mail.
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The magistrate over Dora Thewlis’s case, Horace Smith, was “shocked”
by her age.87 He asked, “Who let you escape from Huddersfield?”88 He told
her, “You are only a child. You ought to be in school. Will you go home
again? Here is a young girl of sixteen enticed from her home in Yorkshire
and let loose in the streets of London. I think it was perfectly disgraceful
and the circumstances reflect the gravest
discredit on all concerned bringing you
up to London.”89 In response, her parents
wrote to the magistrate, saying,
“We find ourselves in agreement with his
Honour when he says that girls of sixteen
ought to be at school. But we respectfully
remind his Honour that girls of Dora’s
age are . . . compelled in their thousands
to spend ten hours per day in health-destroying factories . . . sanctioned by law,
in the making of which women have no
voice. What wonder is it if Dora should
have turned a rebel and joined hands
with the dauntless women who risk their
Dora Thewlis, March 21, 1907, The Daily
life and liberty in the hope that thereby
Mirror. Original caption: “One of the
justice may the sooner be conceded to
attacking party struggling in the grasp
their sex.”90
of two burly constables.” National
Woman’s Party Records, 1923
One newspaper ridiculed this letter sent
by Thewlis’s parents, calling it, “artificial” and in the “style of the cheapest melodrama.”91 However, the letter
reflects additional motivation for Thewlis wanting to join the movement.
Life as a mill girl, subject to awful working conditions, could have led her
to want to have a voice in changing laws regarding working conditions.
As her parents wrote, it is inevitable that “Dora should have turned a
rebel . . . that thereby justice may be sooner conceded.”92 During Thewlis’s
time in prison, her mother wrote her saying, “Dear child—I am very proud
of the way you have acted, so keep your spirits up and be cheerful . . . You
know what you went to London for, and what you are doing. You are a
87 “The Girl Suffragette,” Hull Daily Mail, March 25, 1907.
88 “Suffragists at Court,” The Christchurch Times, March 30, 1907.
89 Sheffield Daily Telegraph, March 28, 1907.
90 Ibid.
91 “The Surrender of Dora,” Yorkshire Evening Post, March 28, 1907.
92 Sheffield Daily Telegraph, March 28, 1907.
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member of the Women’s Social and Political Union, who are looking after
you, so do your duty to the WSPU.”93 As her mother’s letter illustrates,
Dora was regarded as a full member of the woman’s movement.
Many newspapers portrayed Dora Thewlis as a child incapable of
thinking for herself. “You couldn’t put a suffragette’s head on a girl’s shoulders,” they argued.94 The Dublin Evening Mail called her “poor little Dora”
a “simple minded little factory girl,” a “pawn in the hands of women who
should have known better . . . who couldn’t care a tuppenny ticket about
the franchise; she would probably prefer to interest herself in a doll.”95
Thewlis did not want to be a suffragette, they argued, but was manipulated
by the leaders in the woman’s suffrage movement: “Dora was never really
a suffragette at heart. She was a suffragette by temptation.”96 It seemed
unfathomable to the press that a girl of sixteen could think rationally and
of her own volition. Instead, she must have been coerced. They painted the
women’s suffrage leaders as villains, exploiting “a terror stricken child to
gain a move in the political game.”97 Many newspapers put the blame fully
on the adult suffragists, arguing that Thewlis was “not to be blamed. It is
those who have filled her young mind with the ‘emancipation of women’
that bear the responsibility.”98 It was a mistake of The Women’s Social and
Political Union,” they argued, for “allowing a girl as young as sixteen to take
so prominent a part in the campaign for votes for women.”99 These newspapers portrayed girls like Thewlis as infants with no coherent thought
or individuality yet they expected them at this age to be fully eligible for
marriage or to work tireless hours in factories. Maturity then, in their eyes,
lay not in age or individuality, but in a submissive and dutiful nature.
Using Thewlis as an example, many newspapers questioned the use
of young girls in the movement. The Yorkshire Evening Post argued that,
“It is a cruel and barbarous thing that these women suffragists are doing
in recruiting young girls in their ranks.” They continued, “To expect that
their cause is to be advanced by obtaining the support of minors is too
grotesque for consideration. The experience of Dora is a lesson to other
young girls of adventurous spirit, who might be tempted to indulge in
93 The Daily Mail, March 27, 1907.
94 “Back to Mamma,” Dublin Evening Mail, March 29, 1907.
95 Ibid.
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97 Ibid.
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similar exploits.”100 With what they viewed as a horrifying concept of
young, impressionable girls falling into the grasp of adult suffragists, The
Daily Telegraph concluded, “In any case it is to be hoped they will not
again have young girls amongst them . . . it is hardly possible to take
such a youthful enthusiast seriously.”101 By painting Dora Thewlis as a
manipulated child forced into the movement against her will, the press
perpetuated the stereotypical views of young girls at the time as being
mere objects, incapable of individual thought and action.
The Hull Daily Mail countered this idea, displaying Thewlis as a capable young woman, saying, “Dora is not so much a wayward child as a purposeful young woman earning a good income, and acting with the distinct
approval of her natural guardians. . . . Dora feels that she has just as much
right to sacrifice herself for her beliefs.”102 Thewlis’s mother, herself an
ardent suffragette, reaffirmed this, saying, “She thoroughly understands
the cause for which she is suffering. Ever since she was seven she was a
diligent reader of the newspapers and can hold her own in a debate on
politics.”103 “[Dora] may be a child in years,” she insisted, “but she is not in
sense or determination.”104 More importantly, Thewlis herself rejected the
notions that she was manipulated or forced, saying, “I am quite capable.
I understand what I am fighting for, and prepared to go to prison for the
cause. I feel that women ought to have their rights, and it will be an honour to go to prison.”105 “I came to London last week with the full consent
of my parents, who, of course, know what my object is. My mother could
not come, and as I thought the family should be represented, I decided
to come myself. I am old enough to take care of myself.”106 Thewlis fought
back against the claims and assumptions that she was a child or “baby
suffragette” who was unable to think or act for herself.
After Dora Thewlis challenged the press’s claims that she was only a
child, newspapers took another tactic. Many newspapers tried to portray
Thewlis as no longer interested in woman’s suffrage after her arrest. The
Daily Mail painted her as “a pathetic little figure . . . with a tear stained
face . . . and a very repentant demonstrator who has changed her views
entirely and now resents the suffragette movement.”107 They claimed that
100 “The Surrender of Dora,” Yorkshire Evening Post, March 28, 1907.
101 The Daily Telegraph, April 6, 1907.
102 Hull Daily Mail, March 25, 1907.
103 Ibid.
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she said, “I have had enough of prison . . . I am ashamed of myself.”108
Countering this however, after returning home from prison, Thewlis said
she “had not carried her fight far enough and was ready to go back to
London.”109 She continued, “I am determined to go back to London and
fight until women get their votes. I am not a baby.”110 Thewlis resented
and challenged the label given to her of “baby suffragette.” She requested,
“Don’t call me baby suffragette. I am not a baby really.”111 In prison they
tried to “ridicule [her] as a ‘baby’ or ‘child.’ The taunts that [she] was a
child made [her] see the futility of continuing the agitation at present, so [she]
gave in, but wrote, ‘mark my words . . . I
shall continue to fight as long as I can.”
Her mother believed that her daughter
would, “undoubtedly become a public
orator in the long run.”112 Dora’s experience in London was perhaps one of the
most publicized and criticized experiences of young suffragettes. The press
used her as an example and warning
against young girls joining the woman’s
movement. However, young girls across
the Atlantic continued to join and fight
in the woman’s movement despite criticism and opposition.
The press also labeled Dorothy Dorothy Frooks, age 15. In “Miss DoroFrooks, a sixteen-year-old from Bay- thy Frooks Champion Orator.” Source:
The Detroit Times, November 8,1910
onne, New Jersey, as a “baby suffragette.”113 One newspaper described her as “an infant phenomenon.”114
Despite the use of the terms ‘baby’ and ‘infant,’ Frooks received primarily positive reactions from the press. She was “hailed as the youngest
campaigner for women’s suffrage in the United States,” giving “pig-tailed
108 “Miss Dora Thewlis,” Leeds Mercury, March 27, 1907.
109 “Treated Unfairly,” The Leeds Mercury, March 29, 1907.
110 “The Future of Dora Thewlis,” Yorkshire Evening Post, March 28, 1907.
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pleas for the woman’s ballot.”115 Frooks became involved in the woman’s suffrage movement at the age of eleven, speaking before large street
audiences.116 According to Frooks, [she] became so consumed by the
movement that by the time [she] reached eleven [she] became one of its
most active lecturers.”117 At first discouraged by her family who “opposed
the campaign for women’s votes” later she “converted them irrevocably
to the cause.”118 Not only did she enlist her family in the movement but
“conducted a single handed crusade” to turn her fellow students into suffragists and believed she “won them over.”119 At the age of fifteen, she was
the youngest president of the Equal Justice League for Young Women in
Bayonne, enlisting “one hundred school children in her cause as fighters
for equal suffrage.”120
The press described Dorothy Frooks as a very eloquent speaker at her
young age. “She’s got fine delivery, that girl has,” an onlooker at one of
her speeches described, “She’s not like those old maids that come down
here . . . you see, they listened to her because she was interesting.”121 Others noted that she was just as capable of public speaking as her older
suffragist contemporaries: “Miss Frooks spoke with some of the most
noted advocates of the cause and held her audience’s attention as closely
as did some of the leaders who have had years of experience in talking in
public.”122 The Spokane Press characterized her as, “one of the best of the
suffragist orators . . . making ringing campaign addresses every night in
New York City.”123 Despite Frooks being relatively forgotten in the history
of the suffrage movement, the Detroit Times called her the “best known of
the suffragist orators.”124
Dorothy Frooks gained a “reputation of being a fluent and convincing
speaker” from the press. She “amazed audiences with her eloquence and
the ardor and intelligence with which she discussed the right of women to
115 “She Talks For Votes at 15,” Jeffersonville Daily Reflector, March 30, 1911.
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the ballot.”125 She filled her speeches with logic and rhetoric:
You all know about the sinking of the Titanic. That great ship
was the pride of the sea, and was believed to be unsinkable. But
she went down. Why? Because she did not have all the modern
improvements. Even so, our great country will go down if you don’t
have all the people progress together. Who are the people? Not men
alone. The men are only half the people.126
Her oratorical skills helped her to keep “a large audience of Wall-Street
stock brokers spellbound for an hour, in spite of the rain” one evening. By
fourteen, Frooks herself said, “I have several times spoken in public and
I believe I have converted over two thousand persons.”127 That same year
Frooks led a band of girl scouts to march in a suffrage parade in New York
City and wrote a suffrage play that was performed in the Opera House
in Bayonne.128 The Guthrie Daily Leader called her, “the little suffragette
with big aspirations” as she declared that her plans were to become a
“lawyer, then a judge, after that
a United States senator, and
then . . . the first woman president of the United States.”129
Later Frooks would go on to
achieve many of these goals
while still a young adult. Before
she was even twenty-five, she
became a lawyer and the first
woman attorney admitted to
the Supreme Court bar, served
Dorothy Frooks, Suffrage Parade 1917, New York
in the navy, published several
City, Dorothy Frooks Papers, New York Public Libooks, and ran for congress and
brary Rare Books and Manuscripts Division
for mayor of New York City.130
Frooks also understood the importance of her age in relation to her
activism. At one speech, an older man who was an advocate for woman’s
rights accompanied her. Frooks announced to the crowd, “Ladies and
Gentleman, no doubt you can see by these white hairs that it is not only
125 “She Talks for Votes at 15,” The Daily Reflector, March 30, 1911.
126 “Girl Speaks Sans Riot,” The New York Tribune, April 18, 1912.
127 “School Girl a Suffragette,” The Guthrie Daily Leader, December 24, 1909.
128 “News of Women in Both Hemispheres,” The Standard, July 18, 1912.
129 “Baby Suffragette Declares She Will Become First Woman President of United
States,” The Guthrie Daily Leader, March 20, 1912.
130 The Morning Tulsa Daily World, April 30, 1922; Evening Star, July 18, 1937; The Sun and
New York Daily Herald, September 5, 1920.
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the young who are working for woman’s rights. . . . He is old and I am
only a schoolgirl. We are symbolic of the world’s attitude toward the
movement.”131 Frooks capitalized on her age to captivate her audiences.
While most adult suffragists faced riots and angry anti-suffragist protestors as they spoke on street corners, Frooks’s age seemed to give her
listeners pause and held them back from berating her.132
The press also heavily reported on the suffrage activity of another
young girl—Blanche Waters from Washington, DC. She joined the woman’s suffrage movement at fourteen. Rather than focusing on her contributions to the movement, dozens of newspapers particularly highlighted
her beauty and status as “the youngest and one of the prettiest suffragists.”133 In 1915, Waters and a group of other young suffragists, who the
press referred to as “the flying beauty squadron,” traveled to local high
schools to appeal to the young men there to join their upcoming suffrage
pageant.134 Within an hour, the press reported, Waters had ninety young
men signed up.135 Rather than attributing this to her oratorical skills, the
press described her using her looks to “tempt” the men into joining.136
News articles titled their stories with phrases such as “suffrage beauty” or
“pretty girls as bait.”137 Rather than seeing young girls as active participants in the movement, the press often saw them as objects used as a tool
for the movement’s progression.
Some newspapers advocated that young suffragists could be swayed
away from the movement or “cured” of their activism while they were
young. One newspaper wrote:
The remedy is difficult. A full-blown suffragette who has convinced
herself that her mania for destruction is entirely laudable, is probably incurable. The law must deal with her the best it can. Meantime,
too indulgent parents may be warned that it is they who are responsible for the suffragette trouble. For the embryo suffragette, however, something can still be done. The experienced practitioner of
psychotherapy can often bring about a wonderful improvement in
the temper and disposition of such girls. Unfortunately, this is not
very generally known, and cases that might have been cured are
131 Ibid.
132 “Girl Speaks Sans Riot,” The New York Tribune, April 18, 1912.
133 “Suffrage Beauty Helps the Cause,” Rock Island Argues, November 19, 1915.
134 “Suffragists ‘Flying Beauty Squadron’ Makes a Trial March,” The Washington Times,
November 25, 1915.
135 “Suffrage Beauty Helps the Cause,” Rock Island Argues, November 19, 1915.
136 Ibid.
137 “Pretty Girls as Bait,” The Washington Times, November 9, 1915.
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allowed to drift into Suffragettism or some other form of mental
trouble.138
Young girls wre seen as impressionable and could be cured of any rebellious
tendencies. By equating “suffragettism” with a mental illness, the press
argued that girls could attend psychotherapy treatment while their minds
were still developing to erase this “mental trouble.” This idea of stopping
girls from becoming suffragists while they were young was widespread.
Parents often worried about their daughters joining the movement:
Should any girl show a tendency to politics, or to ideas of her
own, she is looked upon by the majority of women as a person
who neglects doorsteps and home matters, and is therefore not fit
to associate with their respectable daughters and sisters. If girls
develop any craving for a different life or wider ideas, their mothers
fear that they are going to become Socialists or Suffragettes.139
One newspaper argued that young girls would start replacing their dolls
with “tin Pankhursts” which would “persuade her [dolls] to become militants and start smashing all the windows of the doll’s house of hacking
the nursery pictures.” The remedy recommended was that the “spirit of
militarism should be nipped in the bud, that is, in the cradle” by the
parents of young girls.140

Youth and Maturity
Even though the press and public did not always see girls as intelligent or
mature enough to be participating in the women’s movement, some girls
fought back against this idea. For example, at a dinner party sixteenyear-old Vera Brittain felt too young and inexperienced at first to join
in on a discussion of women’s rights, even though she was already decidedly a feminist and suffragist. She described one adult woman’s attitude
towards her saying, “[She] always seems to try and make me feel my
own inexperience and youth and she sometimes succeeds but she didn’t
tonight. I believe I have advanced too far now to lose a certain amount
of faith in myself; young and inexperienced as I am, I have thought and
studied.” Then, commenting on the attitude towards youth and maturity,
she wrote, “I wonder if one of the consolations of increasing years is to
try and crush the youth that they have lost and belittle it in the light of
138 Yorkshire Post and Leeds Intelligencer, June 1914.
139 “The Letters of a Tailoress,” Highway 3, February 1911.
140 “Nipping militarism,” Evening Capital News, June 1, 1914.
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their advanced experiences and ideas. But history itself often proves the
youth in the right.”141
Other girls felt inadequate because of their youth. When Norah Balls,
a girl suffragette from Northern England and other young girls in the
movement attended meetings they would put their hair up to try to “look
a little older and look a little more dependable and reasonable.”142 Similarly, suffragette Grace Roe said, “I suffered very much from looking too
young and I used to think if only I were thirty they’d listen to me. But
they didn’t.” Instead, Roe would write for the movement because when
people read her arguments they “thought [she] was much older.”143 Girls
could use their talents and skills to push the movement forward. By doing
so, they could be treated as “full” suffragettes, without being criticized for
their age.
Likewise, Katherine Milhous an “ardent girl suffragist” from Pitman,
New Jersey who had been a suffragist “ever since she was born” felt that
because of her age she could not “talk with any force.” However, she said,
“I decided to draw what I thought, and
hope that that would have some weight.”
Many prominent newspapers published
Milhous’s sketches and comics about
equal suffrage.144 Sara Chayes, a sixteenyear-old girl from Chicago, used her
skills as a public speaker for the cause.
Distinguished as a “young girl champion
orator,” Chayes gave a “series of speeches
in favor of equal suffrage” and won the
oratorical championship of Chicago. She
“excelled in every point, being unusually
effective in voice and gesture and easily
presenting the strongest and most convincing argument.”145
Bessie Watson, playing her pipes
Source: The Piping Times, 1910

141 Vera Brittain, Chronicle of Youth: War Diary,
1913–17. (London: Gollancz, 1981), 54.
142 Norah Balls, Oral Interview, 16 April 1977, Box 1, Disc 31, Oral Evidence of the
Suffragette and Suffragist Movements: The Brian Harrison Interviews, The Women’s
Library, The London School of Economics.
143 Grace Roe, Oral Interview, 4 October 1974, Box 1, Disc 3, Oral Evidence of the
Suffragette and Suffragist Movements: The Brian Harrison Interviews, The Women’s
Library, The London School of Economics.
144 “Girl Suffragist Makes Clever Sketches,” Evening Public Ledger, April 1, 1915.
145 “Young Girl Champion Orator,” The Star, July 21, 1909.
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Nine-year-old Scottish bagpiper Bessie Watson likewise used her skills
to push the woman’s movement forward. She was a skilled bagpiper, and
the WSPU recognized that her talent could promote votes for women. At
her first suffrage pageant, she “wore a white dress with a purple, white,
and green sash bearing the words ‘Votes for Women.’” At age ten, she
was invited to travel to London to play in a women’s march. She would
frequently “race home from school” and play her bagpipes outside of the
Calton Jail in Edinburgh for the
suffragette prisoners.146
Despite the enthusiasm and
talent that many young girls
brought to the movement, some
suffragists wanted to separate
themselves from young girls in the
movement. The suffragist Helen
Taylor argued that if women associated themselves with youth, men
would see them as immature and Bessie Watson, 1910, 7JCC/O/02/022. Source: The
incapable of thinking politically. Women’s Library, London School of Economics
She said,
For with whom do we share those disqualifications? With criminals, with idiots, with lunatics, and lastly with minors—young
people whose minds have not arrived at maturity. [Men] will always
feel that if women are classed, for politiwcal purposes, along with
the childish, the wicked, the mentally incapable, it must be because
there is some resemblance between them.147
Like many newspapers, some suffragists such as Helen Taylor connected
youth with the idea of insanity and incapability. Historian Corrine Field
suggests that, “woman’s rights activists were particularly concerned with
using chronological age to define a clear transition between girlish dependence and womanly independence.”148 By disconnecting and separating
themselves from girl suffragettes, some suffragists could claim individuality,
maturity, and respect.
While some adult suffragists worried about girls’ participation in the
movement, most suffrage leaders actively advocated for young girls to
146 “The Lone Piper: Elizabeth Somerville Autobiography,” The Piping Times, 1998.
147 Helen Taylor (1870), “Women’s Suffrage 3,” In Sexual Equality: Writing by John Stuart
Mill, Harriet Taylor Mill, and Helen Taylor, Ann P. Robson and John M. Robson, eds.
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1994) 280–81.
148 Corrine T. Field, “Are Women . . . All Minors? Woman’s Rights and the Politics of
Aging in the Antebellum United States,” Journal of Women’s History 12, no. 4 (2001): 120.
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join. British suffrage leader Emmeline Pethick-Lawrence wrote, “None
are too old or too young . . . to belong to us.”149 Writing from prison to
a young girl “whose youth prevented her from taking part in militant
work,” Pethick-Lawrence also wrote, “I wish you would hold a meeting in
front as my deputy. Never mind about being too young. Tell them that
while the old are in jail the young ones must do their work.”150 Others
argued that the woman’s suffrage movement was,
Predominately a young woman’s crusade. I have met but one older
woman in the movement who does not get her strongest conviction
of its not too distant triumph out of the fact that the cause has won
the young to its support. We have at last enlisted those without
whom none of the battles in the ancient or modern world would
have been fought. Who, after all, made up the armies? The young.
Who ran Marathon? The youth of Greece. Who won Agincourt,
Waterloo, Gettysburg? The young. So with our soldiers, even mere
girls. It is the younger generation at the door.151
Many adult suffragists understood the enthusiasm and courage of many
young girl suffragists and how that could help the movement. They were
inspired by them, rather than feeling threatened by their presence. Alice
Stone Blackwell wrote a letter to Florence Luscomb encouraging young
girls to join the movement: “As those of us who have been working for
suffrage years grow older and more tired, it is a great comfort to know
that there are brave young women coming on to fill up the ranks.”152
Lavena Saltonstall, an adult suffragist, encouraged mothers to let
their daughters be suffragists, saying,
Who is going to tell mothers that daughters were not given to
them merely to dress and domesticate? Who is going to tell them
that it is as cruel to discourage a child from making use of its own
talent or individuality as it would be to discourage a child from
using its limbs?153
Adult suffragette Emmeline Pethick-Lawrence encouraged young girls in
London to join the movement by creating a girls’ club at local schools.
One of the young girls there, Esther Knowles grew up “knowing all about
149 Votes for Women, January 17, 1915.
150 Votes for Women, January 6, 1911.
151 “Why,” Everybody’s Magazine, 1909.
152 Alice Stone Blackwell to Florence Luscomb, June 8, 1912, Papers of Florence
Luscomb, Schlesinger Library, Radcliffe Institute, Harvard University.
153 “The Letters of a Tailoress,” Highway 3, February 1911.
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the suffragettes” from Pethick Lawrence’s club.154 She said, “by the time I
was ten I was a confirmed suffragette”155 Several times she walked from
school to the gates of Holloway prison in order to greet the newly released
suffragette prisoners. Like other young activists, she sold Votes for Women
newspapers on the street and wished that she could go to prison with
the other suffragettes. When Knowles was fourteen, Pethick-Lawrence
asked her if she would like to become
one of the office girls for the Women’s
Social and Political Union, the leading
militant suffrage organization in the
country. She “jumped at the chance and
gladly forgot all” about her other plans
and put her “heart and soul in the movement.” She described, “After I’d been
there a few weeks making six shillings a
week I realized that an office boy doing
exactly the same job as me was being
paid eight shillings a week. So I said to
Fred Pethick-Lawrence, ‘You are fighting
for the equality of women and yet [he] is
Esther Knowles, age 16, after the WSPU
getting two shillings a week more for the
was raided in April 1913. Source: The
Women’s Library, London School of
same job as me.’ He roared with laughEconomics
ter and gave me a raise.”156 When forty
police officers raided the WSPU office in
April 1913, Knowles, not even sixteen, played an important role. She later
recalled:
I was out at the bank getting some petty cash for the office manager. I came back down and saw a huge constable standing outside
our doors. I immediately turned around and hid the money [under
my skirt]. I returned and was dragged inside the door. I was marshaled up with this damn great wad of money flapping under my
skirt and went back to the telephone. One of the men came over
and got me by the elbow and slung me across the room. Had there
not been a table in the middle I think I would have gone right
through the windows.
154 The girls’ club, “the Esperance Girls’ Club” was formed by Emmeline PethickLawrence and Mary Neal.
155 Esther Knowles, Autobiography, October 1972, TH830, 1, The Jill Craigie Archives,
The Women’s Library, The London School of Economics.
156 Ibid.
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As her leaders were thrown out left and right, Knowles returned to
the front door and “confronted the constable standing outside and
explained that [she] was a member of the WSPU staff.” When she later
produced the money to her leaders, “a cheer went up and [she] was the
heroine of the hour.”157

Youth Suffrage Groups
In 1914, Sylvia Pankhurst formed the Junior Suffragettes, an organization aimed at encouraging young girls between the ages of fourteen and
eighteen to become suffragettes.158 The group held speeches, debates, concerts, and parades.159 One young member of the Junior Suffragettes, Rose
Pengally, a fourteen-year-old factory worker, was so inspired by her fellow
young suffragettes that she led a strike at her work, marching her other
young coworkers out and leading them to the Women’s Hall where the
Junior Suffragettes met each week. Her coworkers nicknamed her “Sylvia”
after Sylvia Pankhurst, and many of the factory girls said that Pengally
inspired them to become enthusiastic about votes for women.160
Similarly, a Junior Suffragettes group developed in Washington D.C. It was started by
adult suffragist, Alva Belmont.
She decided that “the way to make
suffragists is to catch them young
and bring them up in the way
they should go.” She believed that
girls could contribute to the cause
Junior Suffragettes Club in Victoria Park, Norah
at a young age. She recruited girls Smyth. 1914. Source: The East London Suffragette
from “high schools, department Festival.
stores, and office girls.” The club
was “taking like hot cakes” and “more than fifty girls, most of them in
their teens” joined eagerly. They made their own speeches and suffrage
plays. One observer noted that the girls had “the glitter of determination
in their eyes” as they planned to convert all of their friends to the cause.161
157 Ibid.
158 The Women’s Dreadnought, January 2, 1915.
159 The Women’s Dreadnought, July 4, 1915.
160 E. Sylvia Pankhurst, The Suffragette Movement-An Intimate Account of Persons and
Ideals. (London: Virago Limited, 1977), 542–43.
161 The Sun, November 30, 1912.
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While the Junior Suffragettes groups were formed by adults wanting to
inspire young girls, other suffrage groups developed that were formed by
the youth themselves. One of these groups was the Young Purple, White,
and Green Club. The name was representative of the main WSPU colors
purple, white, and green. The group featured both young girl and boy members.162 The club wrote and performed suffrage plays, addressing issues such
as the plight of working women and challenging societal gender roles.163
Their enthusiasm and wit in their playwriting “proved that the rising generation of suffragettes [had] not started out to reform the world without
a sense of humour.”164 While little information is known about each of the members, it is clear that as a whole they were
in favor of militant action as they sent
letters of congratulations to each of their
members who underwent prison sentences for militant activity.165 Members
of these young suffrage clubs often stuck
together and supported each other.
While the Junior Suffragette groups
and the Young Purple, White, and
Green clubs featured concerts, parades,
and plays, other young suffragettes Button for the Young Purple, White,
formed the Young Hot Bloods—a secret, and Green Club, 7HFD/D/10. Source:
militant internal organization within The Women’s Library, London School of
Economics
the WSPU. The Young Hot Bloods, or
YHB, was likely formed by the young Jessie Kenney and Adela Pankhurst
in 1907.166 Their aim was to “form a nucleus of young suffragists willing
to support the WSPU in militant action.”167 Married women or women
162 “Letter to Hugh Franklin,” 7FHD/A/2, The Women’s Library, London School of
Economics; Members included Roma Ferguson, Helen Fraser, Norah Trowell, Helen
Reinold, Ruth Lowry, Gladys Larad, Iris Rowe, Winifred Walker, Jessie Bartlett,
Margaret Douglas, Rachel Ferguson, Irene McLeod, Janet McLeod, Hugh Franklin (later
the husband of girl suffragist Elsie Duval), Stefan Moxon, Gwenda Rowe, among many
others.
163 “The Young Purple White and Green Club,” Votes for Women, May 13, 1910.
164 Ibid.
165 “Letter to Hugh Franklin,” 7FHD/A/2, The Women’s Library, London School of
Economics.
166 Fern Riddell, Death in Ten Minutes: the Forgotten Life of Radical Suffragette Kitty
Marion. (London: Hodder and Stroughton, 2018) 160; “Active Rebellion,” Nottingham
Evening Post, May 8, 1913; “Young Hot Bloods,” Yorkshire Evening Post, May 9, 1913.
167 “Secret Suffrage Band,” Birmingham Daily Gazette, May 9, 1913.
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over the age of thirty were not permitted to join.168 Women who joined
had to make a pledge that they were prepared to perform any militant
action and that they would never divulge the meaning of the letters
YHB.169 These women, “most of them young, toiled through the night
across unfamiliar country, carrying heavy cases of petrol and paraffin.”170
Newspapers reported them as terrorists.171 The name developed after a
newspaper wrote, “Mrs. Pankhurst will, of course, be followed blindly by
a number of the younger and more hot-blooded members of the Union.”172
The Sheffield Evening Telegraph characterized them, saying:
Some of the younger members of the Women’s Social and Political
Union are still more difficult to deal with. . . . Curiously enough,
these young hot bloods are not the women who would get a
vote . . . they own no property, and are not married women . . . none
of them are likely to get the vote, and personally, I am convinced
that they don’t care about it. What they want is the excitement and
morbid satisfaction of doing something wrong.173
Militancy was seriously looked down upon by the public, and when performed by young suffragettes, such as the Young Hot Bloods, it was a
sign of immaturity as well—just young girls looking for “excitement and
morbid satisfaction.”174
Scattered newspaper articles reveal that schoolgirls across the United
States formed many high school suffrage clubs in states like Chicago,
Connecticut, Virginia, Indiana, Kansas, Nebraska, Florida, Nevada,
Montana, Missouri, Washington, and North Dakota.175 According to one
newspaper, “Young people everywhere [were] catching the suffrage enthusiasm.” In Missouri, girls formed an Equal Suffrage Association and wore
168 “Young Hot Bloods,” Leicester Daily Post, May 9, 1913; “Secret Suffrage Band”
Birmingham Daily Gazette, May 9, 1913.
169 “Secret Suffrage Band,” Birmingham Daily Gazette, May 9, 1913.
170 E. Sylvia Pankhurst, The Suffragette Movement-An Intimate Account of Persons and
Ideals. (London: Virago Limited, 1977), 446–47.
171 “A Smashed Conspiracy,” Illustrated Police News, July 10, 1913.
172 Yorkshire Evening Post, May 8, 1913.
173 “Young Hot Bloods,” Sheffield Evening Telegraph, May 16, 1913.
174 Ibid.
175 “Married Women Excluded,” Evening Star, September 20, 1912; Waterbury Evening
Democrat, April 17, 1907; “Schoolgirls Enlisted,” Evening Star, April 19, 1918; “Young Girls
Form Equal Suffrage Club,” Logansport Journal Tribune, November 18, 1913; “Girls Suffrage
Club Meeting,” The Lincoln Republic, August 8, 1912; “Southwestern Girls Form Suffrage
Club,” The Topeka Daily Capital, October 12, 1912, “An Interesting Feature at Pensacola
High School,” Pensacola News Journal, March 15, 1913. “The Equal Franchise Parade,”
Yerington Times, May 9, 1914. “Girls Suffrage Club,” Ripley County Democrat, May 29, 1914.
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yellow “Votes for Women” buttons to school. The group began when two
boys in one of their classes joked about putting up a sign to invite the girls
to organize an equal suffrage club. In response, “About thirty girls came
to this meeting, and finding no one had called it, appointed a leader and
organized.”176
Washington featured several different high school suffrage clubs. In
Spokane, the students at North Central high school formed a girls’ suffrage club in response to a boy’s anti-women’s rights organization. When
a newspaper detailed a debate on suffrage held at the school between the
two groups, they wrote, “Of course the suffragette girls won.”177 Several
groups also formed across Seattle, including the Girls’ Suffrage Club and
the Washington Junior Suffragists.178 The Washington Junior Suffragists
were “taking by storm some of the fashionable suburbs with their banners
and parties and their propaganda. . . . Hundreds of signatures [were] thus
secured.”179
In North Dakota, girls formed suffrage clubs across several cities: In
Dickinson, the Girls’ Equal Suffrage Club held a parade and bake sale for
the visit of suffragist Dr. Anne Howard Shaw.180 Other towns followed the
example in Dickinson, “indicating
the growing enthusiasm for equal
suffrage among the young folks.”
Girls formed a suffrage club in
Fargo where they would hold suffrage plays and give out suffrage
literature, pencils, and buttons.181
Similarly, schoolgirls formed a
Girls’ Suffrage Glee Club in Bis“Three Girls Holding Placards advertising Votes
mark, and would sing suffrage
for Women.” TWL.2002.592. Source: The Womhymns, even when all the boys at
en’s Library, London School of Economics.
school stormed out in protest.182
176 “We Have Militant, Too,” University Missourian, April 17, 1913.
177 The Spokane Press, March 4, 1910.
178 “A New Club Organized for Suffrage Among the High School Girls of Seattle
Washington is Proving a Success,” Progress, October 1908; The Leavenworth Echo,
November 13, 1908.
179 Ibid.
180 The Dickinson Press, August 1, 1914; Bismark Daily Tribune, September 17, 1914;
Bismark Daily Tribune, July 9, 1914. The officers of the club included, Maysie Dinesdale as
president, Mrtyle Parker as secretary, Olive Whaley as treasurer.
181 Grand Forks Daily Herald and Evening Times, August 27, 1914.
182 “Girls Suffrage Glee Club,” Bismark Daily Tribune, August 27, 1914.
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In South Carolina, young girls formed the “North American Suffragette Club.” This was perhaps the youngest known suffrage group, with
members ranging between the age of seven and ten. The club’s president,
Clara Hammond, described, “We have not been a suffragette club for long.
We started out as a sewing society, to make clothes for our dolls, but we
got tired of that, so we thought we would be suffragettes. We meet every
week and have papers. . . . ’Course we have refreshments and dues. The dues
are 1 cent a week.” They wrote a letter “in schoolgirl handwriting” to their
state representative, thanking him for supporting woman’s suffrage. When
asked if they had help writing the letter they replied,
“Nobody—not a mortal
soul. Our papa read out the
paper about the bill on suffrage, and he said, teasing
us, ‘You suffragettes ought
to write a letter to thank Mr.
McMillan.’ We never said a
word, but we got together Suffrage group at Southall, 1908–10, TML.2002.569.
The Women’s Library, London School of
and made up our note, and Source:
Economics
that night we told papa we
had mailed it.”183 The Woman’s Journal indicated the significance of this
club: “It indicates the spread of the suffrage wave, and how it reaches even
the children at play with their dolls . . . [even in] South Carolina, one of the
most backward states in the Union as far as equal suffrage is concerned.”184
One older suffragist offered the girls advice about the cause, “I would tell
them why we need their interest and support. No, rather, I would tell them
how the children need their help, and how in working for votes for women
they are really working for children as young as or younger than themselves. . . . Perhaps they will inspire other girls to form similar groups.”185

183 The letter read, “Dear Sir—We, the President and members of the North American
Suffragette Club, want to thank you for the bill allowing women to vote.”
184 “Southern School Girls Surprise Parents and Legislature by Taking Initiative and
Indicating Part Girls May Play in National Welfare,” Woman’s Journal, 1914.
185 The members of the North American Suffragette Club included: “Clara Hammond,
President, age 12; Leila Elliot, Vice President, age 12; Eleanor Hall, Secretary and
Treasurer, age 11; Katherine Taber, age 11; Mary Heyword, age 11; Constance Mullins,
age 12; Margaret Hall, age 11; Eleanor Hennies, age 12; Coraline Gibbs, age 10; Charlotte
Kelley, age 10; Mildred Taylor, age 11; Emily Hammond, age 10; Dorothy Hennies, age 7;
and Rosa Heyword, age 8.”
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Many young girls still remain forgotten or unnamed in the woman’s
suffrage movement. Some girls received brief recognition in news articles but little other information remains. Police arrested Alice Noble,
a sixteen-year-old girl from Leeds, England for storming Parliament in
1907 with Dora Thewlis.186 Despite their
same ages, Alice was pushed aside and
forgotten, while Dora was labelled the
“baby suffragette” and plastered all over
the papers. Similarly, seventeen-year-old
Anne Evelyn Armstrong from Blackpool, England was arrested along with
Dora and Alice storming parliament, yet
she is only mentioned once in the newspapers.187 Other young girls show up in
photographs campaigning for women’s
rights, yet they remain unnamed.
The young suffragettes found in
this study add to the understanding of
girls as significant historical actors who
meaningfully contributed to the wom- Girl suffragette in Traflagar Square
London, 1900s. Source: Chusseau Flaan’s suffrage movement. Rather than viens/Getty Images
simply assisting on the sidelines, girls
actively took the initiative to join the woman’s suffrage movement, give
speeches, form suffrage clubs, perform militant action, and go to prison.
These girls were not mere supporting characters but significant historical
actors in the story of the woman’s suffrage movement.

186 “Leeds Suffragettes Passionate Protest,” Yorkshire Evening Post, February 15, 1907.
187 Manchester Courier, March 28, 1907.
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Hannah Chapman

“The Finest of Any in
the World”
Silk Production and the Politicization of Women
in Utah

W

hen the Ogden Relief Society president Jane
S. Richards saw silkworms for the first time she declared that
she would rather wear cotton than handle worms to make
1
silk. Indeed, the process of raising silkworm eggs, cultivating mulberry
trees, and extracting silk fibers from cocoons was often unsavory and time
consuming. Nevertheless, Sister Richards, as well as Relief Society sisters
throughout Utah, sacrificed their time, energy, homes, and squeamishness
to the demanding work of silk production. Silk production, or sericulture,
was one of several home industries that the Mormon prophet Brigham
Young promoted in an attempt to make the Utah territory more self-sufficient. He saw Utah as a perfectly good location to make and export
silk and women as perfectly capable of doing the job. Those involved in
sericulture hoped that it would become “one of the home industries that
ere long will be ranked among the best.”2 Unfortunately, because of a lack
of machinery and steady markets, the Utah silk industry died out by 1905,
but not before it became a highly gendered industry which contributed to
Utah women’s own causes and identity. The silk industry required a level
of enterprise that provided leadership and organizational opportunities
for early Mormon women in Utah. These kinds of economic activities
intersected with Utah women’s political activities in ways that show
that creating a highly gendered home industry like sericulture helped
nineteenth-century Mormon women develop identities as autonomous
and capable members of society. Silk became a symbol of the pride Utah
women felt as they asserted their independence in the economic and
political sphere.
1 Chris Rigby Arrington, “The Finest of Fabrics: Mormon Women and the Silk
Industry in Early Utah.” Utah Historical Quarterly 46, no. 4 (October 1978): 390.
2 R. Simpson, “Sericulture,” Woman’s Exponent, 5, no. 14 (December 15, 1876): 109
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Early Mormon women were a remarkable group of people, and many
historians have studied their contributions to Utah society, including
their economic contributions. Historians such as Chris Rigby Arrington,
Eileen V. Wallis, and Maureen Ursenbach Beecher have looked at the economic experience women gained as they participated in home and territorial industries. Though Beecher argues that women’s work in frontier
Utah produced little change in gender roles, other historians conclude
that Mormon women had unique opportunities and experiences as they
participated in the local economy.3 While Arrington wrote specifically
about women in the silk industry in Utah, her overview did not include a
discussion of how the silk industry affected different aspects of Mormon
women’s lives, including their political lives. This paper will look more
specifically at the entrepreneurial opportunities that the silk industry
afforded women and how those opportunities affected Utah women’s
political development.
Mormon women actively found ways to become more economically
and politically independent as they gained and displayed economic
prowess with the silk industry. Historians have also written about early
Mormon women’s politicization. While discussing the history of women’s
suffrage in Utah, many historians focus on the external forces that drove
the enfranchisement of Utah women, such as American progressives
who wanted to end polygamy and male Mormon leaders who wanted to
maintain the Mormon theocracy in Utah.4 However, historians Lola Van
Wagenen and Laurel Thatcher Ulrich have written about Utah women as
actors rather than passive pawns in the nationwide discussion of women’s
rights.5 Van Wagenen also acknowledges that Utah women’s economic
3 Arrington, “The Finest of Fabrics”; Eileen V. Wallis, “The Women’s Cooperative
Movement in Utah, 1869–1915,” Utah Historical Quarterly 71, no. 4 (October 2003): 315–
331, America: History & Life, EBSCOhost;
Maureen Ursenbach Beecher, “Women’s Work on the Mormon Frontier,” Utah Historical
Quarterly 49, no. 3 (June 1981): 276–290, America: History & Life, EBSCOhost.
4 Sarah Barringer Gordon, “‘The Liberty of Self-Degradation’: Polygamy, Woman
Suffrage, and Consent in Nineteenth-Century.” Journal of American History 83, no.
3 (December 1996): 815–847. Academic Search Premier, EBSCOhost.; Thomas G.
Alexander, “An Experiment in Progressive Legislation: The Granting of Woman Suffrage
in Utah in 1870,” Utah Historical Quarterly 38, no. 1 (January 1970): 20–30. America:
History & Life, EBSCOhost.
5 Laurel Thatcher Ulrich, A House Full of Females: Plural Marriage and Women’s Rights
in Early Mormonism, 1835–1870 (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2017); Lola Van Wagenen,
“In Their Own Behalf: The Politicization of Mormon Women and the 1870 Franchise,”
Dialogue: A Journal of Mormon Thought 24, no. 4 (1991): 31–43. America: History & Life,
EBSCOhost.
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experiences likely influenced their political activism.6 This paper will use
the silk industry in Utah to look more closely at this idea of intersection
between Utah women’s economic and political activities and to what
extent these activities influenced each other.
Early Mormon theology gave equal attention to the spiritual and the
temporal needs of humans, a principle that was put into action in the silk
industry. Part of the early Mormons’ beliefs as they settled the Utah territory emphasized economic self-sufficiency and resourcefulness. Brigham
Young told the saints, “[The Lord] has surrounded us with . . . everything
with which to build up, beautify, and glorify the Zion of the last days.”7
Young wanted the saints to produce their own goods and avoid becoming
dependent on imports. To help with this goal Young asked missionaries
and immigrants coming to Utah to bring any seeds or equipment that
could be used to establish home industries.8 Silk production was one of
the home industries that Young promoted, and European immigrants
with experience in sericulture started bringing silkworm eggs and mulberry seeds in the 1850s.9 Brigham Young himself planted several acres of
mulberry trees on the church farm from seeds imported from France.10
By 1865, Young was attempting to establish sericulture on a church-wide
basis.11 Around this time the Church’s women’s organization, the Relief
Society, was being reorganized after it had been disbanded in Nauvoo.
Brigham Young had begun reorganizing the local Relief Societies in the
early 1850s, and by 1867 they were fully revived. Young wanted the Relief
Society to help the saints resist outside influence and support home manufacturing.12 Thus, the Relief Society became the main organization to
take part in sericulture. This Relief Society responsibility was reemphasized in 1875 when Young assigned his wife Zina D. H. Young to travel the
territory and teach Relief Society sisters about sericulture.13 Throughout
6 Van Wagenen, “In Their Own Behalf,” 35.
7 Leonard Arrington, Great Basin Kingdom: An Economic History of the Latter-Day Saints
1830–1900 (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1958), 5, 26.
8 Milton R. Hunter, Beneath Ben Lomond’s Peak: A History of Weber County 1824–1900
(Salt Lake City, Utah: The Deseret News Press, 1944), 284.
9 Arrington, “Finest of Fabrics,” 379.
10 Hunter, Beneath Ben Lomond’s Peak, 331.
11 Arrington, “Finest of Fabrics,” 379.
12 Jill Mulvay Derr, Carol Cornwall Madsen, Kate Holbrook, and Matthew J. Grow,
eds., The First Fifty Years of Relief Society: Key Documents in Latter-day Saint Women’s
History, (Salt Lake City: The Church Historian’s Press, 2016), 211; Jill C. Mulvay,”The
Liberal Shall be Blessed: Sarah M. Kimball,” Utah Historical Quarterly 44, no. 3 (June 1976):
212, America: History & Life, EBSCOhost.; Ulrich, “House Full of Females,” 372.
13 Arrington, “Finest of Fabrics,” 387.
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the late 19th century, Mormon women in the different settlements in the
territory became heavily involved in planting mulberry trees, raising silkworms, reeling thread, and weaving fabric in order to do their part in
building up Zion.
At first blush, silk production looked like a typical line of work for
women. European countries mainly used women and children for the work
of silk production, and Brigham Young saw the work as light enough to
be well-suited to women, children, and the elderly.14 Women were already
used to spinning, weaving, sewing, and gardening, as evidenced by one
Ogden woman’s autobiography in which she proudly recalled her ability to provide for her family by growing produce and making homespun
clothes.15 These types of tasks were an important part of sericulture and
could be done at home, which meant silk production would fit in well
with women’s domestic work.
Sericulture differed from other items women were producing in
that silk was a luxury good. Making silk was complicated, and most
settlers did not have experience with its production. Because of this,
women had to put in time and energy to learn how to successfully produce something they had never tried before. Silkworm eggs had to be
kept at fifty-five degrees Fahrenheit and could not begin hatching until
the mulberry trees started leafing. Once the silkworms hatched from
their eggs, they had to be fed large quantities of chopped up mulberry
leaves. The silkworms then wrapped themselves in a cocoon. During the
lifetime of the silkworms, they had to be kept in a dry place between sixty-five and sixty-seven degrees Fahrenheit. The cocoons were then baked
or steamed before the silkworms could become moths and break out.
The cocoons were dried for two months and then washed. To make the
actual silk, the threads from the cocoon were put into a reeling machine
which twisted the filaments into silk thread. The thread could then be
woven into silk cloth.16
As women took on the work of silk production, they had to learn
the intricacies of keeping mulberry leaves dry and silkworms protected
from extreme temperatures and lighting. They had to clear out rooms
in their homes to make room for the thousands of eggs and cocoons
14 Deseret Silk Association, “Treatise on silk raising by the Deseret Silk Association
of Utah Territory, 1877” (Salt Lake City, Utah: Deseret Silk Association, 1877) Special
Collections, Harold B. Lee Library, Brigham Young University, Provo, Utah.; Arrington,
Great Basin Kingdom, 227.
15 Nancy Alexander Tracy, “Nancy Alexander Tracy autobiography,” (1885), Special
Collections, Harold B. Lee Library, Brigham Young University, Provo, Utah.
16 Ibid., 380–381; D. Graves, “Silk Meeting,” Ogden Junction, 1 May 1880.
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they were raising. They also had to learn how to successfully spin silk
which required being able to tell when to add new cocoon filaments to
the reeling machines to keep the silk thread uniform. To keep everything
organized, Relief Societies had to operate almost as businesses as they
strove to build up the silk industry in Utah. Relief Societies partnered
with the Deseret Silk Association which was organized in 1875. Under
this arrangement, stake Relief Society presidents became county chairs
and ward Relief Society presidents became local directors of the association.17 To be successful at silk production, there had to be an organized
system to disseminate information and distribute equipment. The leaders
of the association, which later became the Utah Silk Commission, worked
to gather information about the silk industry throughout Utah as well
as find ways to acquire machinery. They also put together instructional
materials and set up opportunities for both the women and young women
to learn silk production skills like reeling.18 Education about sericulture
was important to these silk organizations, and the biennial reports for
the Utah Silk Commission show that a large portion of their budget was
used for instruction.19 The responsibilities of running a silk industry gave
women experience in organizing and keeping track of many people and
resources. It also gave them experience in distributing information and
promotional material—all important skills for business and leadership.
The silk industry also required women to be enterprising as their
participation in the economy increased beyond home production. Often,
Relief Society presidents would write to Salt Lake to ask for mulberry
seeds and then distribute them among women in the ward.20 Relief Societies would also buy property for the purpose of sericulture. The Woman’s
Exponent reported that the Relief Society in Rockville, Kane County,
were able to raise money from subscriptions to build a house to hatch the
silkworm eggs.21 Nancy Alexander Tracy, who was in the Relief Society
presidency in her ward in Ogden, recalled that the Relief Society bought
land and planted more than two hundred mulberry trees. Even though her
17 Ibid., 383.
18 “Notice to Those Interested in Sericulture,” Woman’s Exponent, 31, no. 21 (1903), 85.;
“Sericulture,” Woman’s Exponent, 18, no. 2 (1889), 13.
19 Arrington, “Finest of Fabrics,” 387, 391; Between 1903 and 1904 the Utah Silk
Commission spent $1,623.90 out of their $3,000 budget for instruction purposes. (Utah
Silk Commission, “Biennial Report of the Utah Silk Commission of the State of Utah,”
(Salt Lake City: Deseret News, 1900) Special Collections, Harold B. Lee Library, Brigham
Young University, Provo, Utah).
20 Clark S. Monson, “Mulberry Trees: The Basis and Remnant of the Utah Silk
Industry.” Economic Botany 50, no. 1 (1996): 134. http://www.jstor.org/stable/4255812.
21 “Sericulture,” Woman’s Exponent, 7, no. 1 (June 1, 1878): 6
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Relief Society’s efforts to produce silk were not a success, Tracy recounts
that the Relief Society still took part in the silk industry by buying
shares in the manufacture of silk in Salt Lake City.22 Because of sericulture, women gained experience in procuring and distributing resources
and funds. Reports from the Deseret Silk Association and the Utah Silk
Commission, as well as the Woman’s Exponent show that these women also
had to keep track and make an account of their expenses.23 Women were
heavily involved in economic practices that helped businesses run.
These women were successful in their roles as leaders of the silk industry. Zina D. H. Young and later Ann Dunyon took charge of the silkworm
cocoonery on Brigham Young’s farm and managed to have more success
hatching eggs than the men who had previously tried to run the cocoonery. Most of the officers in the Deseret Silk Association and the Utah Silk
Commission were women, with Zina D. H. Young elected as its first president.24 Belonging to and running these silk organizations helped raise
women’s position in society. One of the first talks given by a woman in a
general conference of the Church appears to have been an address by Zina
Young about sericulture.25 The Utah Silk Commission Biennial Report for
1899–1900 reports that “The Secretary . . . was also invited to speak on silk
culture at the Inter-National Council of Women in London under the
department of Industrial Arts.” The same report asked that the secretary
receive a salary of $1,200 a year.26 The female leaders of the silk industry
and their knowledge and expertise were respected enough to be allowed
to preach in previously male-dominated meetings. They were able to take
advantage of opportunities to travel the world and represent Utah’s inter22 Nancy Alexander Tracy, “Nancy Alexander Tracy autobiography,” (1885), Special
Collections, Harold B. Lee Library, Brigham Young University, Provo, Utah, 54.
23 Annie C. Larsen, Catherine F. Martin, Mary Swindle, Louisianna Heppler, Mary
Marsh, “Sericulture,” Woman’s Exponent, 10, no. 3 (July 1, 1881): 21.; Utah Silk Commission.
“Biennial Report of the Utah Silk Commission of the State of Utah.” (Salt Lake
City: Deseret News, 1900). Special Collections, Harold B. Lee Library, Brigham Young
University, Provo, Utah.
24 Arrington, “Finest of Fabrics,” 383, 387; This is not to say that men did not take
any part in the silk industry. Brigham Young gave several men responsibilities relating
to sericulture. George Q. Cannon and Louis Betrand were tasked with getting mulberry
seeds from Europe. George D. Watt was sent on a mission to promote sericulture.
William Jennings and Paul Schettler were elected officers in the Utah Silk Association.
However, since silk production was mainly considered women’s work, women were the
main members and leaders of the silk industry. (Arrington, Great Basin Kingdom, 227.)
25 Arrington, “Finest of Fabrics,” 383.
26 They do not name “the secretary” specifically but likely they are referring to the
secretary of the Commission who was Margaret A. Caine. Utah Silk Commission.
“Biennial Report of the Utah Silk Commission,” 7.
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ests and industries. These women were also considered valuable enough
to possibly be in salaried positions. Women’s economic and leadership
experiences in the silk industry let them be a part of something outside
of the traditional domestic sphere. As Mormon women strove to make
the territory more economically self-sufficient, they themselves became
more economically self-sufficient. They were capable of producing goods
and providing for the needs of Utah’s inhabitants. One woman wrote in
the Exponent, “I do like the idea of the sisters forming the ‘back bone’
of the Kingdom of God. It seems to show me exactly where we (sisters)
stand, what our calling is and how great our responsibilities are.”27 As
they fulfilled their callings and responsibilities and contributed to Utah’s
economy, sisters felt strength and a sense of purpose.
At the time that women were running the silk industry in Utah, they
were also becoming increasingly politicized. Some of the first efforts to
get women the vote in Utah came from reformers outside of Utah who
believed that women’s suffrage in Utah would help end polygamy if
women were able to vote against their oppressors and immoral marriage
institution. However, both Mormon men and women who were part of
polygamous relationships also supported women’s suffrage. Male Mormon
leadership hoped that Mormon women’s votes would help stop capitalist
and non-Mormon encroachment in Utah. Some even thought that enfranchisement of women in Utah could be a way to show the progressive nature
of a polygamous society.28 Many Mormon women staunchly defended
polygamy while simultaneously defending the seemingly opposite ideal
of political equality between men and women. In fact, Mormon women’s
protests of anti-polygamy legislation seems to have been a driving force in
the early politicization of Utah women. In January 1870, three thousand
women organized and participated in an “indignation meeting” where
they defended the practice of polygamy. Mormon women showed that
they were capable of organizing themselves and participating in politics
without threatening the practice of polygamy like reformers had hoped.
By February 1870, the Utah territory gave women the vote.29
Utah women were pleased with the decision to give women the vote.
The wives of prominent Mormon leaders such as Eliza R. Snow drafted
a resolution that expressed gratitude to the Utah territorial governor for
signing the bill, and Sarah M. Kimball organized government classes and
27 Inez, “The back bone of the Kingdom of God,” Woman’s Exponent 5, no. 10 (October
15, 1876): 75
28 Sarah Barringer Gordon, “‘The Liberty of Self-Degradation,’” 825–6.
29 Van Wagenen, “In Their Own Behalf,” 36.; Beverley Beeton, “Woman Suffrage in
Territorial Utah,” Utah Historical Quarterly 46, no. 2 (March 1978): 111.
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mock legislative assemblies so that women could learn how American
politics worked. Suffrage also allowed women to become more involved
in public affairs. Several were admitted to the bar, coroner’s jury, and
school boards.30 The response women had to enfranchisement shows that
Mormon women were ready to assert their independence and become
involved in multiple domains that were not traditionally considered feminine. Their involvement with sericulture at this time is also evidence of
this. However, because women were not using their new-found political
power to end polygamy, American reformers lobbied to revoke women’s
suffrage in Utah. A provision in the anti-polygamy Edmunds-Tucker Act
of 1887 disfranchised all women in the Utah territory.31 Nevertheless,
female suffrage was important enough to Utahns that they were able to
win it back in 1895 when they drafted the new state constitution.32
While polygamy is certainly one of the most famous catalysts for
women’s enfranchisement and politicization in Utah, the intersection
between Utah women’s economic and political activities show that women’s participation in industries like sericulture influenced their political
ideals and continued to influence their ideals well after being given the
vote. One of these intersections comes in the form of the Relief Society.
The Relief Society was not only a spiritual organization in the nineteenth
century, but an economic and political one as well. Relief Societies organized the work of silk production and other home industries as well as the
suffrage movement in Utah. In the halls that Relief Society sisters raised
funds to build, sisters worked on their silk projects and held political
meetings. It was a space where they could further both their economic
and political interests. Relief Society leaders such as Zina D. H. Young and
Emmeline B. Wells were both advocates of the silk industry and women’s
suffrage. The economic independence and leadership experiences these
women gained while working in the silk industry supported the ideals of
political equality that Relief Societies throughout Utah were endorsing.33
The connection between silk and politics is also evident in Utah’s participation in the Chicago World’s Fair in 1893. Sericulture had become a
point of pride for Utah women and they were able to display their hard
work at the fair. Utah women made special projects specifically for the fair
30 Thomas G. Alexander, “An Experiment in Progressive Legislation,” 27.; Jill C.
Mulvay, “The Liberal Shall be Blessed,” 217.
31 Alexander, “An Experiment in Progressive Legislation,” 29.
32 Ibid., 30.
33 Carolyn Butler-Palmer, “Building Autonomy: A History of the Fifteenth Ward Hall
of the Mormon Women’s Relief Society,” Buildings & Landscapes: Journal of the Vernacular
Architecture Forum 20, no. 1 (2013): 69–94.
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such as handmade dresses and a silk map of the United States. They also set
up a live exhibit where Utah women demonstrated how to reel and weave
silk.34 The silk products that Utah women made and sent to be exhibited
were well received. The Salt Lake Tribune praised the women’s exhibit: “It is
simply grand, and too much praise cannot be awarded the noble and energetic women whose incessant labors have brought about such a glorious
result. The exhibit is . . . creditable to Utah.”35 Even those outside of Utah
appreciated the exhibit. One newspaper reported that “the silk exhibit
from Utah is the finest of any in the world.”36 Some of the silk products
were displayed in the Utah building, and Utah silk was also exhibited in
the Woman’s building.37 Women’s rights activists had worked hard to get
an exhibit space for women equal to the space given to men at the Chicago
World’s Fair. When they got permission to build a Woman’s building, the
Board of Lady Managers, which was made up of representatives from each
state and territory, made sure the building was full of women’s accomplishments.38 The inclusion of Utah women’s silk work showed that women all
around the country recognized and admired Utah women’s enterprise and
ability to produce silk for the Utah territory.
Silk was not the only way women were representing Utah at the
Chicago World’s Fair. Mormon women also participated in the World’s
Congress of Representative Women which was organized by the women’s branch of the World Congress Auxiliary.39 Many of Utah’s Relief
Society leaders were members of national women’s organizations, such
as the National Council of Women, and were welcomed to the Women’s
Congress in Chicago. The Relief Society and the Young Ladies Mutual
Improvement Association were each given their own session where
leaders such as Zina D. H. Young, Jane S. Richards, and Emmeline B.
Wells gave speeches.40 One sister, Emily S. Richards, spoke about the
legal and political advantages women had in Utah, where they were still
able to own property and sue even though the vote was taken away from
34 “Utah Women at the Fair,” The Salt Lake Tribune, 29 June 1893.
35 “Utah at the World’s Fair,” The Salt Lake Tribune, 18 June 1893.
36 Augusta Prescott, “Mormon Women Who are Not Polygamists,” Logansport Chronicle
(Indiana), 24 June 1893.
37 Arrington, “Finest of Fabrics,” 393; “Utah Women at the Fair.”
38 Nancy F. Cott ed., No Small Courage: A History of Women in the United States (New
York: Oxford University Press, 2000), 353–4.
39 Ibid., 355.
40 Reid Neilson, Exhibiting Mormonism: The Latter-day Saints and the 1893 Chicago World’s
Fair, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011), 93–6
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them.41 The World’s Congress of Representative Women gave Mormon
women the chance to work with other women and women’s organizations all over the world to promote political, economic, and social
equality.42 Mormon women felt the significance of their participation in
the congress. The Woman’s Exponent reported, “It was an unprecedented
opportunity and there never was before in the history of the world such
a gathering of women. . . . It presages advancement for all women in the
future.”43 Susan B. Anthony also believed this congress would advance
women’s rights. Mormon women’s involvement with the congress shows
that they were considered an integral part of this cause.44
The Chicago World’s Fair gave Utah women the opportunity to
display their economic independence and skill with the silk industry,
as well as their support of women’s rights and advancements. At times
these displays coincided at the fair as evidenced by the report of one
sister who wrote to The Young Woman’s Journal saying, “Sister Zina Young
Card . . . wore a homemade silk dress [at the World’s Congress of Representative Women], the audience were informed and many favorable
comments were passed upon this added proof of Utah womens’ [sic]
skill.”45 Utah women’s participation in the Chicago World’s Fair was a
success. Emmeline B. Wells was later asked to speak about sericulture
to the National Council of Women because of the success of their silk
exhibit.46 Their exhibition of handmade silk products showed their capability in participating in the territorial economy which underscored their
commitment to women’s rights.
One other significant intersection between the silk industry and
Utah women’s political activity was the gift Utah women gave to Susan
B. Anthony for her eightieth birthday in 1900. Of all the gifts that the
Utah women could have given Anthony to commemorate her birthday
and her indefatigable work for women’s suffrage, they chose to give her a
black silk gown made from handmade Utah silk.47 This gift suggests that
41 May Wright Sewell ed., The World’s Congress of Representative Women: A Historical
Resume for Popular Circulation of the World’s Congress of Representative Women, Convened in
Chicago on May 15, And Adjourned on May 22, 1893, Under the Auspices of the Woman’s Branch
of the World’s Congress Auxiliary (Chicago and New York: Rand, McNally & Company,
1894), 2: 913–4.
42 Ibid., 76–79, 92.
43 “Editorial Notes,” Woman’s Exponent 21, no. 24 (June 15, 1893): 181
44 W. R. Maxfield, “The World’s Fair for the ‘Stay-at-Homes,’” Zion’s Herald (Boston),
24 May 1893.
45 “Miscellaneous,” The Young Woman’s Journal 4, no. 9 (June 1893): 427–429.
46 Arrington, “The Finest of Fabrics,” 393.
47 Ibid., 392.
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Utah women connected their work in the silk industry with the work
of obtaining political equality. Silk production was an industry almost
entirely run by women. It proved that Utah women were more than
capable at organizing, leading, and contributing to society. The gift of
silk to Susan B. Anthony represented Utah women’s pride in their efforts
and contributions towards gender equality. Anthony recognized the significance of the gift and told the Utah women that she was exceedingly
pleased with the gift because it was “made by women, too, who stand on
a plane of perfect equality of political rights and privileges with the men
of their state.”48
The Utah silk industry started out as a project to make the Utah territory more self-sufficient. It was meant to keep Utah from importing
too many Eastern goods and possibly bring in revenue to the territory.
Once Brigham Young gave the responsibility of producing silk to the
sisters of the church, the women in Relief Societies throughout the territory threw themselves into the demanding work of raising silkworms
and making silk. Besides learning how to make silk, women gained economic experience and took advantage of leadership opportunities. These
contributed to the development and sustaining of their political ideals.
Sericulture helped to elevate women’s roles in the Utah territory. The Chicago World’s Fair and Susan B. Anthony’s dress became ways to display
to the world Utah women’s skill, independence, and elevation in society.
The silk industry, which lasted only approximately fifty years, is easily
overlooked or lumped with the other home industries that Utah settlers
experimented with. However, sericulture is an important part of Utah
women’s history. It became much more than a textile industry, but rather
a symbol of the economic and political autonomy Utah women gained in
the late nineteenth century.

48 Kate B. Carter, comp., “Silk Industry in Utah,” in Heart Throbs of the West (Salt Lake
City: Daughters of the Utah Pioneers, 1939–1951), 11: 90.
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‘Ekolu Pua (Three Flowers)
Photography by Pamela Love

In 2012, my family moved to Hawaii to follow my husband’s dream of
living there. In total culture shock and experiencing deep homesickness
for my family and friends on the mainland, I took long walks and looked
to nature for comfort. I was enchanted by the many new flowers I
encountered on my walks.
Of course, flowers are beautiful everywhere, but these were especially
beautiful to me. Each flower reminded me of the diversity of life and my
place in it all. The gratitude I feel for my life, as well as for the diversity
and friendship of each woman I met in Hawaii, is symbolized in these
photographs.*
*Photo series continued on page 65 and 70

59 | A WOMAN'S EXPERIENCE

Kayla Bach

Seeing Her Everywhere
I’m starting to see the Mother everywhere.
In murals.
On walls.
In places I’m told She doesn’t belong.
It turns out
when you’re a Goddess
you don’t have to ask
mere mortals
for permission to exist.
And it turns out
when you’re seeking a Goddess
you don’t have to ask
mere mortals
for permission to seek.
For as mortals once denied that the Earth followed the Sun,
So do so many deny that She is there, at the center, all-powerful, all-real
and that as Her children
We follow Her.
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Kayla Bach

Like Her
If only you knew the power
that is imbued
in your DNA
Taken from the literal presence of God
and put inside you
As you were made.
If only you knew what you sound like
When your voice echoes through halls.
If only you knew what you look like
When you walk in determination.
If only you knew what a difference you make
With your hands set in motion for a goal.
Woman,
you sound,
you look,
you are,
glorious.
You sound,
you look,
you are,
like Her.
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Dawn Curtis

Becoming a Woman
Becoming a woman is like moving.
It’s moving away from your heart and realizing
you can’t survive empty.
You need your heart back,
and you might have to define home in a new way.
Becoming a woman is
realizing you’re the head of your household.
No Mom or Dad to look after you,
see you walk through the door, and ask, “How was your day?”
or say “I love you,” before you go to sleep.
Becoming a woman is
realizing a woman doesn’t have to be big or smart or experienced
or perfect.
A woman is someone who knows herself and sometimes doesn’t,
but who keeps discovering more.
She knows that now she is responsible for herself,
and she must treat herself simultaneously like a child and an adult.
“Sweetie, it’s time for school!”
“It’s okay to not be okay.”
“I’m listening.”
“You’ll probably feel better if you read your scriptures.”
“I love how happy it makes you when you dance like nobody’s watching.”
“I’m proud of you.”
Yes, being a woman means filling the roles that you used to rely on
others to fill.
But it also means learning how wonderful people are
and how they help sometimes more (sometimes less) than you expect.
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Becoming a woman is
learning the importance of love
for every human on earth.
Becoming a woman is
learning why you really do the things you do.
It’s discovering the strength of your convictions, and
It’s redefining things that you’re gaining perspective on.
It’s recommitting and forgiving yourself when you mess up.
It’s learning that sometimes sleep and exercise are more important
than a clean room or homework, and sometimes other things are more
important than that.
Becoming a woman is knowing
that while you are already a woman,
you’ll be becoming a woman for the rest of eternity.
Becoming a woman is
knowing that becoming a woman is a blessing.

Author’s Note:
I wrote Becoming a Woman during my freshman year of college. During that year, I
struggled to feel okay and grounded without my family, which I had always centered myself
on. That year I also had a class that made me rethink my views on gender and gender roles.
Between leaving my family and having some of my previous ideas about gender challenged,
I found myself lost as to my identity. Who was I without my family? What did being a
woman mean? Becoming a Woman expresses what I experienced at the intersection between
growing up and learning what womanhood meant to me.
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Emily Peck

She is as The Tree
She is as The Tree
The Spirit flowing through Her
As the wind does
Patient
Expanding
Reaching
Changing
Providing needs
And shade
And homes
She is as The Tree—
The Tree of Life
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‘Ekolu Pua (Three Flowers)
(part 2, continued from page 59)
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McKinsey Koch

Extraordinary People

Note: Names have been changed to protect the identity of individuals mentioned.

I

spent a year and a half in Germany once.
I spent that year and a half as a foreigner. I couldn’t really speak
the language, and I didn’t have any roots or connections. I tried to
embrace the culture and understand their ways the best I could. But I
quickly learned I was less of a foreigner than some of the people who had
lived there for years. I was lucky, actually.
A few months after moving there, I met Najila, a shy girl who was
about seventeen years old. Her family came from Iraq. She heard about
us—the two Americans living nearby—through a friend, and wanted us to
teach her English. She dreamed of being a doctor when she grew up and
thought speaking English would be helpful in her future career. But that
dream had kind of been put on hold. You can’t become a doctor if you’re
failing all of your high school classes. And unfortunately for her, high
schools in Germany don’t offer any classes taught in her native tongue. So,
she would have to learn German, and then algebra, psychology, biology,
and history as they were taught in German at school before she could
become a doctor. As bright as she was, that’s a lot for anyone to take
on, let alone a seventeen-year-old. As we taught a second foreign language to this ambitious young girl, she broke into tears of frustration and
embarrassment. I thought about her as I fell asleep that night, and tears
of sympathy wet my pillow.
The Hakim family lived in Zwickau, a sort of hole-in-the-wall city
that people always talk about but never go to. Years-old graffiti littered
the streets and there weren’t enough smiles to go around. The Hakims
lived in a high-rise apartment building that was overcrowded and undercleaned, along with countless families in the same situation.
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I remember the dad talking with us. He used to be a lawyer back in
Syria. He helped people and made enough money for his three daughters
and his wife to live comfortably and be happy. I’d bet they were wealthy
back in Syria, lived in a nice neighborhood and had lots of friends, threw
fun parties, and wore nice clothes.
When we met him, he had been attending night school every evening
to learn German just so he could communicate well enough to keep his
day job. He knew he’d probably have to go back to school to get a decent
career in Germany, even though he already spent years in school for a law
degree back in his homeland. The exhaustion was evident on his face, but
so was his positive attitude towards the situation as he smiled and made
jokes with us.
Janan was his second-oldest daughter. She was twenty years old and
home from university for the summer. She spoke the best German of anyone in the family but wasn’t happy there. She talked with us for a long
time and said it was because we were so kind to her. It’s hard to make
friends at university when you don’t share a language or culture with your
peers and teachers. When they all see you as different, foreign, strange.
Wada was her mom. She didn’t understand a single word of German.
We tried to speak with her but she just got a pained look on her face
and shook her head. She was unbelievably kind to us, complete strangers.
She welcomed us into her home anyway and spoke to us through warm
tea, a plate of cookies, and a smile. As we chatted with her daughters,
she smiled and nodded occasionally, even though we all knew she didn’t
understand a word.
On our way home that day, I thanked the local bus driver in his native
tongue for driving. He just glared at me through the rearview mirror and
mumbled to himself.
These are just a few of the many I have met. Refugees. A single word,
a label we put on them like stickers on produce at the grocery store. We
bunch them all together and see them as “other,” as “different,” as “them.”
Strangers to us. Victims of their situation, of a war they want no part of.
And still, they are here, far from their homes, trying to live in our midst
and recreate the lives they used to live and love. Trying to embrace our culture and understand our ways while clinging tightly to their own, trying
to preserve a sense of “home.” Ordinary people. But extraordinary people.
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Franchesca Lopez

If I had a dime
I heard someone say on the phone last week that Asian people are
annoying,
I heard someone say people from Brazil are weird for wanting to be
white,
twenty cents
I felt you tense and walk further out of your way,
thirty
you assumed I was on food stamps,
forty
Trump tweeted,
fifty
someone retweeted,
sixty
the white boy in Sunday school justified slavery,
and someone in my class told me about how her mom went to church
and the first thing said to her was a white woman asking, “why are you
here? for the help?”
as if we aren’t all.
eighty
a woman told me I would go to prison if I attacked her,
you assumed I ate rice and beans.
a dollar.
I am rich counting the coins I wish would stay in your pockets. I never
wanted to come here,
I mean I did want to come here,
but I didn’t want to come here.
Because I didn’t know that this is where here was.
I want to go home.
I can’t go home.
My home is here.
and it is not safe, but nowhere is safe, nowhere is home.
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a guard in Nepal told me I couldn’t enter with my white group members.
a Canadian border patrol officer didn’t believe my mother was mine.
a Mexican customs agent asked my father to pull over. to step outside
the vehicle. to answer a few questions.
yes sir
		 no sir
			
okay sir
more coins clink in my palm
I don’t want to be here. I don’t want these coins. It is too hard.
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‘Ekolu Pua (Three Flowers)
(part 3, continued from page 59 and 65)
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Harriet Norcross

The Man on the Train
The man on the train platform
asks me a question and I answer.
The man on the train platform
screams at me and I
don’t answer him again,
but keep on walking.
He screams on as I walk away
and I want to run and
I’m afraid he is following.
The man on the platform
is now the man on the train
and he sits behind me and my throat closes
in sudden tangible fear
I’ve never known before.
For an hour, I sit on the edge of my seat
and the man on the train asks me questions
about what station is next,
what station this is,
but luckily not where I’m going.
My body is in tight panic
until finally,
the man on the train,
the man on the train platform,
the man from every street corner and passing car
who screams and yells,
tells me I’m pretty
and asks me personal questions on the bus,
walks down the stairs of the train
and leaves
and I finally breathe again.
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Harriet Norcross

Today I Finally Cried
Today I cried on the phone to my mother
Because I felt unimportant
In comparison to the men
In my church
At my school
In my culture.
I was hurt
I was frustrated
Because my religion professor
Did not know
A woman’s perspective.
You don’t understand—
I want to speak to my Mother.
And I cried
On the curb.
The pent-up sorrows and
The oppression flowing,
Pouring out of me as I guess they’d wanted to do
For a long time now.
The sobs came
With tears
Heaving from my body
In hot, panicked cries.
I hadn’t known
They’d been wanting to get out.
I hurt.
I felt devalued
And unwanted—
Unnecessary.
And a voice told me:
My Heavenly Parents
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Wouldn’t want me to feel unimportant.
They would want me to feel valued
And wanted—
Because I am
Their daughter
And if I know anything, it is that
They love me
And want me . . .
They created me.
There, as I split apart in my anguish,
They ached with each of my tears.
Said,
Just hold on.
One day this will end.
We know so much more than you
And this isn’t the way it truly will be.
They were pained at my sorrow,
Looked down and wished
They could explain it all—
How I have a great deal to do
How I am no less than my brother.
Sometimes when I say
I believe
It is more of a hope.
I hope
And I remember
That I know:
I am loved
I am with purpose
And
I am Their daugter—meaning
Important.
And I think I will cry
On the curb
More times than just today.
But eventually
He
And I
Will understand why.
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Bound by Fairy Lights
Photo series by Sydney Alexander

This series of images was created to represent part of the poetry book
Milk and Honey by Rupi Kaur. I’ve loved her poetry for so long because it
represents womanhood to me. She tells of her past abuses, her sufferings
as a minority/immigrant family and as a woman.
This set of images represents my own growth as a woman. Fairy lights
are often used to decorate or make something beautiful, but, to me,
beauty became a shackle that stopped me from progressing. I felt I could
never measure up. I was trapped by the standards set for women that are
impossible to fulfill. I’ve written countless poems about womanhood and
growth and found that art was a means to heal me.
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The Joy of Freedom
Photography by Nada Marriott
Can a refugee ever be free after the war? Yes! if she is a woman.
The magic of perseverance, and power. Every woman has it in her heart;
it’s stronger than any war.
This woman became a refugee at the age of 15 and became a nun to spread
the message of freedom, joy, love, peace and hope.
Not only did she free herself from the bondage that war brings, but she
used her experience to help other women feel the joy of freedom and have
loving and liberating relationships.
Freedom is the ultimate joy.
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Anonymous

An Image of Perfection

D

o you want to play my favorite game?” I ask my
mother, and begin counting off on my fingers each thing I’d eaten
that day. A glass of orange juice, half of a grilled cheese sandwich,
a handful of crackers. . . . I never said it out loud, but there was one very
obvious way to win—keep it all on one hand, as few fingers as possible. I’d
stopped eating lunch, saying it was because I didn’t have time with classes
and work, noticing that as my stomach shrunk, I ate less at dinnertime,
too. This was self-control. This was power. This was beautification.
My freshman year, my roommate was planning for her first pageant
back in our home state. She’d never done beauty pageants before, but we’d
both done competitive Irish dance—and that was nearly the same thing.
As we’d gotten older in dancing, it had become less about technique and
more about how we looked: the dresses, the hair, the makeup, the sparkle.
The judges specifically awarded points based on how each competitor
looked, which girl had the trendiest (translation: most expensive) costume, who had the best hair, and who sported the most fake tan, even
though they weren’t supposed to. As time went on, our teacher seemed to
care less about our emotional stability than she did about what we could
win for her. The biggest difference between my roommate and me was
how we reacted to the toxicity. Although I’d collected trauma like dust
bunnies and finally turned my back on the whole thing, she’d continued
to love Irish dance; while I’d shaken off the entire Irish dance community
with an angry stomp of my feet, she’d clung to the psychotic mess of it all,
and this pageant was her next step into completely buying into the objectification industry. The first week of fall semester, her mother gave her
ground rules for the cafeteria: no desserts. She was constantly reminded
by family members that she needed to avoid “getting fat” for the pageant,
avoid the dreaded Freshman Fifteen. She’d vocalize her nutritional anx-
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ieties during meals and at other times, and we spent most of our time
together in our tissue-box-sized dorm room. Needless to say, the constant
“fat” threat grew until it was a storm cloud I felt hanging over me as well.
Then, it wasn’t only my friend who was obsessed with policing and guilting and restricting—it was me too.
In 1989, Seventeen magazine ran the first article to ever reference the
Freshman Fifteen, regardless of the fact that, four years earlier, a medical
study—the first to indicate freshman weight gain—found that the average
number of pounds put on by first-year students was only 8.8 pounds. Nevertheless, nods to the so-called “fifteen” phenomenon began to pop up in
various pro-skinny magazines such as Shape and American Cheerleader, and
few of these actually consulted experts before going to print. The trend
quickly took root, appearing in more and more magazines and newspapers, with a notable surge in popularity in 2006. The majority of articles
promoted ways to avoid the fifteen-pound weight gain; of course, these
publications failed to acknowledge the Fifteen’s lack of substantiation.
Growing up, ballet was everything to me. Not for the entirety of my
childhood, but during the last years of high school, the art was consuming.
I rebranded myself to become “the girl who does ballet.” I wanted to be the
ballerina friend, after years wasted identifying with hobbies my friends
already held and performed better than I could. I wasted hours watching
videos online of the best ballerinas, spent my time scrolling through photos and reading biographies of great dancers, then went to class and stood
in front of a mirror. If you google “ballerina image statistics,” immediately
at the top of the page of 2,350,000 results is “How tall should a ballerina
be?” and “How much does the average ballerina weigh?” and “What is the
ideal ballet body?” Ballerinas are thin, with one dancer famously being
fired from the prestigious Bolshoi Ballet in Moscow for hitting 110 lbs.
Even disregarding the body type of a ballerina, the art revolves around
appearance and perfection—focused on nitpicking every movement and
line of the body. Comparison can easily—and usually does—become the
name of the game. In the winter of 2018, I took an hour-and-a-half ballet
class every morning, and I wonder now if that may have contributed to the
utter collapse of self-esteem I experienced over the course of that semester.
Seventy percent of 18- to 30-year-old women are unsatisfied with
their bodies, compared to 43 perfect of men. Fifty-eight percent of college
women feel pressured to weigh a certain number of pounds. I once was
shown a video of how an advertisement billboard is created—from the
model’s hair and makeup process to the photoshoot, Photoshop, and the
placement of the enormous sign. Caked with makeup, fake hair pinned
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to her head, the photo stretched and manipulated, eyes superficially
enlarged and neck elongated—even the model didn’t have a “good enough”
body; even she couldn’t reach the impossible bar. No one tells us this, but
only 5 percent of women actually naturally possess the type of ideal body
portrayed in American media.
“Why don’t my clothes fit me anymore?” I sobbed to my mother over
the phone, articles of clothing strewn across my bed and floor and all
over the room. My roommate was gone for the weekend, again, and I
lowered my voice to keep the girls in the other room from hearing me
break down, again. My mom told me I couldn’t keep my teenage body
forever, that the ballerina shape I’d treasured in high school wasn’t the
actual cultural ideal, that I should be happy about my hips. But it is still
hard for me to let go of the tiny, unassuming girl I’d gotten so used to
being, with her flat chest and skinny legs and little arms. The girl people
would call thin and make jokes about needing to eat more Christmas
cookies; the one who was always considered the smallest of her friends;
the one who no one thought weighed much. Tall, small, skinny.
One of my best friends—another roommate from freshman year—was
recently hospitalized due to her eating disorder. Anorexia. We all knew
it, that year when she lived with us; we saw her hardly eat, heard her list
(or rather not list) what she’d eaten each day, like slowly starving was
an accomplishment to be proud of. Back then, I’d encourage her to eat
something more, something better than a can of Redbull and a CLIF bar
or a bag of hot Cheetos as her one meal for the entire day, while feeling
like a bit of a hypocrite because I secretly wished I had the self-control
to limit myself, too. We all knew it was unhealthy, but we couldn’t deny
we felt the pull. At the end of winter semester this past year, my friend
checked herself into a psych ward, and I was proud of her, knowing only
10 percent of those who suffer from an eating disorder actually seek professional help, and knowing how hard it is to admit even to yourself that
you have a problem that needs fixing in the first place. Because even if
you notice what is happening, you don’t want it to stop. You want to be
thinner, thinner, thinner. Then I scrolled through her Instagram profile
and my eyes stopped on a photo from back in the middle of that nostalgic
freshman year. She was posed on top of a tall rock—she’d gone hiking with
a group of friends one Saturday. Her legs looked perfect—really skinny, I
mean. Looking at that picture, I hated myself because I wished I had those
legs, even knowing full well how they’d gotten that way.
It always scared me—that pull, every day, to make myself throw up
after dinner, the little voice that said any bite meant becoming uglier
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and uglier. Someone took my head in their hands and forced me to look
through a pair of binoculars which made everyone else in the photos
look like absolute perfection but twisted and contorted my view of
myself. Because if we saw ourselves the way we really are, no one would
pay for makeup or shaving cream or eyebrow wax. If someone had told us
the billboards and magazine covers and perfume ads are actually lies, we
would not have bought the million different products which profit after
first making you feel inadequate and wrong and unpolished; their image
of perfection is unattainable and insincere, yet it is enticing all the same.
Perfect isn’t real—but I wish I’d found that out sooner.

Author’s Note:
I chose to write this essay in collage format. A collage essay, also known as a patchwork
essay, discontinuous essay, or segmented writing, is built from disconnected sections
which may or may not seem to fit together, at first. The lack of transitions allows the
reader to come to their own conclusions about how each piece is related to the whole.
I felt that this style of essay fit my experience with disordered eating and problematic
body image because there are so many factors, seemingly unconnected, which combine
over time to create this messy, destructive force which can lead to so many health and
confidence issues for so many people. Alone, perhaps each factor could be considered
harmless. Something I believe is very important, however, is recognizing these harmful
elements and calling attention to what they are doing, and are capable of doing, together.

80 | A WOMAN'S EXPERIENCE

I Voted for Her
Photography by Phoebe Lake
In the summer of 1909, wrongly imprisoned suffragists went on a hunger
strike to protest against being denied political prisoner status. To deal
with this hunger strike, prison guards forced tubes up their noses in
order to force feed them. These suffragists dealt with these conditions
and many more in the fight for women getting the right to vote and
participate in society.
Most of these amazing women never got to see the amendment pass. They
sacrificed so much for us, the women now, to have the right to vote. It’s
because of them that mighty change was made. So, now, when we vote,
remember that you’re not just voting for yourself, you’re voting for her, too.
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Emma Baker

The Fatale Monstrum and
the Nasty Woman
Public Portrayals of Cleopatra VII and Hillary Rodham
Clinton

H

istorically, women in positions of power and
influence tend to generate controversy. Cleopatra VII, the last
queen of Ptolemaic Egypt, is an informative example. A famously
strong ruler, she dealt with “negative press” and the associated threats to
her position from the very beginning of her reign. Modern women who
seek positions of power often face similar resistance. This became especially evident in an American context during the presidential campaign
of 2016, when a female presidential candidate won a major party nomination for the first time. Although Hillary Clinton ultimately lost the presidential race, because she was the first woman to come close to obtaining
the highest office in American government, she remains an important
example of how powerful women are perceived. An examination of the
political propaganda generated by these two women and their opponents
can provide valuable insight into how we view and interact with women
in powerful positions today.
Using Cleopatra VII and Hillary Clinton as case studies, this paper
examines how gender expectations can influence the construction of public image in negative and positive ways. Through a comparative analysis of
aspects of their respective careers, I will try to demonstrate how, historically, negative political propaganda has manipulated public perception
of influential women, and how that historical trend continues to have
consequences today, contributing to the hostility that is still directed at
women who occupy (or seek to occupy) positions of power. Cleopatra and
Clinton both represented themselves as strong, masculine women, but
they also utilized feminine gender expectations by emphasizing their roles
as mothers, complicating the images they created for themselves, or having those images complicated for them by the realities of the traditional,
male-dominated power structures within which they were forced to oper-
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ate. Their political opponents turned these gendered images against them,
which simultaneously characterized the two women as suspicious because
they acted masculine and diminished them as feminine sexual objects. By
comparing the ways in which these women have portrayed themselves
and have been portrayed by their political enemies, this paper explores
not only the parallels between Cleopatra and Clinton but also the implications for this persisting perception of women in politics.
Although there are significant differences between Cleopatra and
Clinton—they lived millennia apart, on opposite sides of the world, in
vastly different cultures—they both had to combat similar gendered
stereotypes associated with positions of power. There is a continuity
between ancient and modern gender expectations, as has been established
by feminist scholars such as Simone De Beauvoir, who drew on a plethora
of historical examples to illustrate that “When [women] have intervened
in the course of world affairs, it has been in accord with men, in masculine perspectives,”1 and Mary Beard, a feminist classical scholar who
recently published two lectures addressing the connection between the
ancient and modern tendencies to silence women in power.2 Consistent
with the historical pattern, Cleopatra and Clinton both engaged with
and conformed to this male perspective as they filled, or sought to fill,
traditionally male political roles.
Gender expectations have changed and developed over the millennia,
and even today there is some debate over what exactly constitutes “gender.” For purposes of this paper, I will use the term “masculine” to refer
to traits, actions, and roles that have historically been perceived as being
primarily associated with men—traits such as independence, leadership,
confidence, assertiveness, decisiveness, ambition, strength, sexual drive,
violence, intelligence, and courage.3 The term “feminine” will primarily
refer to traits, actions, and roles typically associated with women—especially the tendency to be nurturing, caregiving, soft, patient, sensitive,
emotional, delicate, dependent, and to exercise intuition.4 Feminism,
another important and contested term within this discussion, is notably different from these two genders; the ideology/movement of feminism emphasizes justice and equality for women while celebrating and
1 Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex, trans. H. M. Parshley, Deuxième Sexe [1st
American ed.] (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1953), 129.
2 Mary Beard, Women & Power: A Manifesto (London: Profile Books Ltd: London Review
of Books, 2017).
3 Susan M Shaw and Janet Lee, Women’s Voices, Feminist Visions, 2nd ed. (New York:
McGraw Hill, 2004), 118.
4 Shaw and Lee, 121.
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affirming womanhood.5 While feminism is focused primarily on women,
it is not inherently gendered in terms of the masculinity and femininity
described above; depending on the situation, an individual may advance
feminist ideology through a feminine approach—emotional and nurturing—or through a masculine approach—with leadership and intelligence.
In fact, because masculinity is generally ranked above femininity, a “liberated” feminist may act in ways that are traditionally coded masculine.6
This distinction is particularly significant in an examination of Clinton’s
use of gender expectations, because she has often gone out of her way to
emphasize that she is a feminist, and she has represented that ideology in
varying masculine and feminine terms. Though Cleopatra was certainly
not engaged with the modern feminist movement, she likewise used both
feminine and masculine roles in her self-portrayal as queen.
Before delving into an analysis of Cleopatra’s and Clinton’s own gendered public images, it is vital to understand the situations within which
they have operated. Political offices in general, and especially executive
roles, are often seen as inherently masculine positions, so women who seek
to fill those positions are required to grapple with the masculine expectations that accompany them. Scholars of political science have found that
voters tend to doubt whether a woman is actually “tough” enough to handle the work required of an executive governmental role, even when she is
perfectly qualified. They have also found that when women exude an aura
of confidence, they are often perceived as “aggressive” or “bitchy;” voters
expect female candidates to be “likeable”7 by aligning with stereotypically
feminine qualities, which clash with perceptions of masculine leadership.
This “double bind” forces women to walk a fine line between masculinity
and femininity to be perceived as qualified yet relatable candidates. Consistent with this pattern, Cleopatra and Clinton both engaged with and
sometimes conformed to this male perspective as they filled, or sought to
fill, traditionally male political roles.

Cleopatra
From the beginning of Cleopatra’s reign, she was forced to battle
constant threats to her position as queen, both from her own siblings
5 Shaw and Lee, 9.
6 Shaw and Lee, 124.
7 Kelly Dittmar and Susan J. Carroll, “Cracking the ‘Highest, Hardest Glass Ceiling,’”
in Gender & Elections: Shaping the Future of American Politics, 3rd edition, edited by Susan
J. Carroll and Richard L. Fox (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2014), 66.
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and their advisors and eventually from outside forces such as Rome. The
rarity of independent queens in the Hellenistic world complicated her
rule, so she needed to present to her subjects an image of strength to
maintain her royal power. She often accomplished this through purposefully gendered iconography, which followed the Ptolemaic pattern
of utilizing symbols and images from both the Greco-Macedonian and
Egyptian traditions to essentially translate significant ideas between
cultures. After her reign ended, her enemies in Rome sought to turn that
image against her in order to celebrate Augustus Caesar’s victory over
her. Their representations often depicted Cleopatra as a symbol of the
conquered eastern world, objectifying her as a trophy and depriving her
of recognition as a formidable figure in her own right.
Cleopatra was a Macedonian queen in Egypt who ruled over both
Greek and Egyptian subjects. She needed to appeal to both cultures in her
visual image, so she utilized gendered iconography from both the Hellenistic and Egyptian traditions. Her coins represented her with traditional
Ptolemaic masculine iconography. Rather than donning the veil, scepter,
and stephane—or crown—of deified Ptolemaic queens, Cleopatra wore
only the diadem—a thin band tied around the head that was the symbol
of royal power—directly imitating Ptolemaic kings.8 She adopted similar
gendered iconography in Egyptian-style images, such as on an Egyptian
stele featuring Cleopatra making an offering to the Egyptian goddess Isis
(hereafter referred to as the Louvre stele), dated July 2, 51 BC.9 In this
image, Cleopatra is represented as a traditional Egyptian pharaoh—barechested, wearing a triangular kilt and the combined crown of upper and
lower Egypt. Depictions like these marked Cleopatra as more than a consort to her sibling/spouse co-ruler: the Cleopatra of these images is essentially an independent king, ruling her own kingdom in her own right.
Portraying herself with the iconography of male leaders contradicted the
feminine gender roles to which she was expected to comply and asserted
her independent authority as a ruler.
Roman poets during the Augustan era tended to portray Cleopatra
in a negative light in order to glorify Augustus. Similar to Cleopatra’s
self-representations as a masculine ruler, these literary representations
8 Peek, “The Visual Rhetoric of Kleopatra’s Early Coin Images,” (forthcoming article),
11–19. Cecilia M. Peek kindly allowed me to read her work in progress and refer to it for
this paper.
9 Stele of Cleopatra VII Offering to Isis, with inscription, Paris, Musée du Louvre,
Département des Antiquités Égyptiennes, E. 27113. Image from Cleopatra’s Egypt: Age
of the Ptolemies (New York: The Brooklyn Museum, 1988), exhibition catalog, cat. 78.
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often drew on gender stereotypes. The poet, Horace, who was patronized by an advisor to Augustus, wrote an ode which celebrates Augustus’
victory over Cleopatra (1.37). Horace introduces Cleopatra as a nameless
regina (“queen”), thereby depriving her of her individuality. In his poem,
she commands men described as turpium (“foul, shameful”)—a sexualized
term suggesting that Cleopatra stepped outside of her place by sexually
ruling men. Later in the poem, Horace’s rhetoric emphasizes Cleopatra’s
masculinity: she is nec muliebriter (“unwomanly”), ferocior (“fierce”), non
humilis (“not humble”), and possessed of ausa (“daring”) and fortis (“courage”). She is described as having combi beret—”drunk in”—the venom of
the snakes that bit her—using a verb with a masculine, sexualized connotation.10 These terms all describe a woman who is not womanly at all,
by Roman ideals, a woman who has stepped into a realm meant for men.
Cleopatra was not portrayed as exclusively masculine by herself or
her opponents. To the contrary, at times, both she and her opponents
purposefully utilized feminine iconography and expectations. Cleopatra
adopted specifical feminine, motherly iconography to emphasize her
role as a mother who could produce an heir and ensure the continuation
of dynastic power. A coin from Cyprus features Cleopatra holding the
infant Caesarion—her son with Julius Caesar. Her iconography here is
decidedly feminine, imitating earlier Ptolemaic queens.11 Cleopatra also
portrayed herself as a mother with her son in Egyptian-style artwork,
such as in an image on the wall of a temple in Dendera,12 which depicts
a masculine, pharaonic Caesarion with a feminine Cleopatra. A similar
example is present on the wall of a temple built at Hermonthis to commemorate the birth of Caesarion: here, Cleopatra is assimilated with Isis
while Caesarion is represented as Horus,13 emphasizing Cleopatra’s power
as a goddess and mother to the son who would ensure the future and
the security of her kingdom. This identification with femininity demonstrates how Cleopatra purposefully complied with gender expectations to
secure her power as a ruler. In these images, Cleopatra seems to represent
her femininity as a unique strength which kings did not share.
10 J. N. Adams, The Latin Sexual Vocabulary (London, Gerald Duckworth & Co. Ltd.,
1982), 139.
11 Peek, 23–24.
12 Relief sculpture of Cleopatra VII and Caesarion on the rear wall of the Temple of
Hathor at Dendera. image from Cleopatra’s Egypt: Age of the Ptolemies (New York: The
Brooklyn Museum, 1988), exhibition catalog, 56, fig. 24.
13 Maria Wyke, “Augustan Cleopatras: Female Power and Poetic Authority,” in Roman
Poetry and Propaganda in the Age of Augustus, edited by Anton Powell (Bristol: Bristol
Classical Press, 1992), 102.
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Horace’s “Cleopatra Ode,” discussed earlier, also at times portrays
Cleopatra in feminine terms—as someone possessed by furor (“rage,”
which was often seen as feminine) and as a dove pursued by a hawk or
a hare pursued by a hunter. In the middle of the ode, Horace refers to
Cleopatra as a fatale monstrum (“fatale monster”). The term monstrum
has been linked to the words prodigium and portentum,14 both of which
were Latin terms describing something monstrous and unnatural, an
unexpected occurrence with religious overtones, a portent that required
removal in order to correct the natural order of the world. Monstrum has
also been interpreted simply as a reference to monsters who needed to be
conquered to restore order, setting Augustus up as the conquering hero.15
When this phrase is considered in connection with the sexualized and
gendered terms discussed earlier, it seems that Horace may be providing a
narrative in which Augustus, as the civilizing hero, is forcing the hubristic foreign queen back into her proper place as a woman, possibly even
through sexualized violence. The terms used to describe Cleopatra in this
poem are mixed in gender and tone, but Horace is still very clearly using
her gender as a way to emphasize the incorrect nature of her actions.

Clinton
Separated from Cleopatra by time and culture, Hillary Rodham Clinton
has faced similar challenges as a female public figure. Throughout
Clinton’s long public career, she has been deemed “inauthentic,”16 largely
because she has resisted traditional gender norms17 on which authenticity is judged.18 This clash between expectations and her own actions has
required her to carefully balance her image by appearing powerful and
capable in order to be perceived as authentic and trustworthy, especially
as she campaigned for the presidency in 2008 and 2016.
Earlier in her career and as a first lady, Clinton represented herself as
a more masculine woman and an independent feminist. This was apparent
when she defended her choice to be a career woman declaring, “I suppose
I could have stayed home and baked cookies and had teas, but what I
14 J. V. Luce, “Cleopatra as Fatale Monstrum (Horace, Carm. 1. 37. 21),” The Classical
Quarterly 13, no. 2 (1963): 252.
15 Luce, 253–254.
16 Shawn J. Parry-Giles, Hillary Clinton in the News: Gender and Authenticity in American
Politics (Illinois: University of Illinois Press, 2014), pg. 1.
17 Parry-Giles, 14.
18 Parry-Giles, 12.
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decided to do was pursue my profession.”19 Clinton’s tendency to portray
herself as confident, assertive, and independent—all stereotypically masculine traits—continued through the 2008 election, when her campaign
emphasized her resilience as a “tough-as-nails fighter who would never
give up.”20 However, by accentuating her unemotional masculine strength,
Clinton may have undercut her own campaign by not appealing enough
to her feminine side. The end result was that many perceived the emotions she did show as inauthentic and “calculated.”21
While Clinton tried to appear masculine, her political opponents
used her masculine-coded independence to paint her in a negative light.
News media during her husband’s campaign and tenure as president
tended to paint Clinton as “an unruly feminist,”22 using her “cookies and
tea” comment to frame her as being both anti-motherhood and anti-womanhood.23 Her apparent masculinity was also framed as detrimental to
her husband through the so-called “Hillary Factor,” which “served as an
umbrella term for what the press and the Republican opposition dubbed
as her negative attributes”24 and which focused on the purportedly negative effect that Clinton would have on her husband’s campaign. By setting up her apparent career focus and independence to be anti-feminine,
media outlets reinforced the masculine/feminine gender dichotomy and
sent a clear message: women functioning in the political realm should not
oppose gender norms. Interestingly, as Clinton later shifted to a feminine appearance, the complaints about her involvement in her husband’s
campaign and future presidency began to dissipate,25 indicating that her
reversal of gender expectations was a key factor in the general disapproval
she attracted.
In more recent years, Clinton has shifted her use of gender in the formation of her public image to represent herself in a very specific feminine
light. Particularly during the 2016 presidential election, Clinton emphasized her femininity as a part of her campaign, arguing that her identity
as a woman made her an ideal champion for the interests of women and
children. She asserted that her identity as a woman specifically qualified

19 Hillary Clinton, What Happened, (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2017), 118.
20 Dittmar and Carroll, 66.
21 Dittmar and Carroll, 68.
22 Parry-Giles, 19.
23 Parry-Giles, 36–37.
24 Parry-Giles, 33.
25 Parry-Giles, 52.
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her for the presidency,26 and she made so-called “women’s issues”—such as
paid maternal and family leave, childcare, and equal pay—central issues
within her campaign,27 further solidifying her image as a woman who was
running specifically to help women.
Clinton also emphasized her femininity visually during the 2016 campaign by highlighting her role as a mother and grandmother. Her Instagram profile simply states, “Doting grandmother, among other things,”28
emphasizing her prized motherly role. On the day of the 2016 election,
she (or her account manager) posted an image of her hugging a young
girl.29 Both were smiling and had their faces turned down in soft expressions. This maternal imagery suggests that her goal in running was tied
to this girl, young women throughout America, and her own grandchildren. Through the image, she seemed to say, “I am doing this for you.”
This image matched her earlier declaration of her hopes that her granddaughter would have every possible opportunity.30 By painting herself as a
mother and grandmother who fights and sacrifices for the future women
of America, Clinton portrayed her femininity as a strength.
While Clinton was creating this positive image of femininity for
herself, her opponents were busy using that same femininity to craft a
picture of weakness and ineptitude. This effort was especially apparent
in remarks made by Donald Trump during the 2016 general presidential
election. Trump described Clinton as a “nasty woman” who had to play
the “woman’s card” in order to win and asserted that if Clinton were male,
less than 5 percent of people would vote for her,31 though research “indicates that Clinton . . . would have received more of the vote if she were a
man.”32 These comments indicate that Trump portrayed Clinton’s gender
26 Kelly Dittmar, “Finding Gender in Election 2016: Lessons from Presidential Gender
Watch,” Barbara Lee Family Foundation and Center for American Women and Politics,
17, http://www.cawp.rutgers.edu/sites/default/files/resources/presidential-gender-gap_
report_final.pdf.
27 Dittmar, 18.
28 Hillary Clinton (@hillaryclinton), Instagram Bio, Instagram, accessed Nov 7, 2018,
https://www.instagram.com/hillaryclinton/.
29 Hillary Clinton (@hillaryclinton), Photo of Clinton Hugging a Girl, Instagram,
Nov 8, 2016, accessed Nov 7, 2018, https://www.instagram.com/p/BMkkQEpgs4q/.
30 Debbie Jay Williams, “Chelsea’s Mom, Charlotte’s Grandma: Negotiating a New
Role in the Presidential Construction of Hillary Clinton,” in Hillary Rodham Clinton
and the 2016 Election: Her Political and Social Discourse, edited by Michele Lockhart and
Kathleen Mollick, 129.
31 Heldman, Conroy, and Ackerman, 119.
32 Heldman, Conroy, and Ackerman, 119.
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as a negative aspect of her identity—one which simultaneously disqualified her as a presidential candidate and gave her an unfair disadvantage
in the race—while Clinton emphasized her gender as a key reason why
she should be the next president. The negative and positive aspects highlighted here reflect the double bind discussed earlier: Trump leaned on
the association of femininity with weakness while Clinton relied on the
connection between femininity and compassion.

Conclusion
Although Cleopatra and Clinton were certainly not operating in the
exact same situation, the challenges they faced in their attempts to gain
and maintain political power do have parallels, particularly in the ways
gender functioned in shaping their public images. Both used masculine
iconography to show their power and feminine iconography to emphasize their motherly roles. Additionally, their opponents used both
masculine and sometimes sexualized feminine language to attack them.
These similarities demonstrate that the challenges women are facing in
political battles have not changed much in the last two thousand years.
Interestingly, opponents to Cleopatra and Clinton never seemed
to address the motherly images these women created for themselves. In
Cleopatra’s case, this may be because the Romans highly idealized motherhood. Augustus especially emphasized the importance of marriage and
childbearing through instituting laws that rewarded women for having
children. Additionally, Cleopatra’s feminine self-portrayals drew directly
on goddess iconography, appealing to a religious realm in which the
feminine was highly respected. Clinton’s situation was obviously different—one consequence of the modern feminist movement is that today
motherhood is viewed by some as inherently inferior to a career, while
other women may rush to defend motherhood in response. Still, the negative feedback Clinton received after her “cookies and tea” comment and
her later attempts to emphasize her role as a mother and grandmother
demonstrate the continued importance of motherhood in current ideas
about femininity. The absence of commentary on these motherly images
by Cleopatra’s and Clinton’s opponents may suggest that these specific
feminine portrayals cannot be easily twisted into a negative light.
Ultimately, the many parallels between Cleopatra and Clinton
demonstrate that women today face the same type of sexist challenges
in seeking political office as they did two thousand years ago. As they
worked within a masculine (and restrictive) power model and navigated
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public perceptions of power, Cleopatra and Clinton, on their part, both
tried to create a public perception that somehow satisfied the gendered
expectations surrounding political power by posing as strong, “masculine”
leaders, but simultaneously contending with the simple reality of their
womanhood and trying to highlight the value of that reality, lest it be seen
as disadvantageous. The examples of these two women demonstrate that
politically powerful women are still constantly dealing with accusations
that they are either “too strong” or “too weak,” “too masculine” or “too
feminine.” A woman who holds political power must be strong but gentle,
tough but likeable, but is never allowed to simply be.
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A Family Portrait
Painting by Madison Baker

Most family photographs represent the most idealized version of a
family possible, while everyone knows that the reality of family life is
never so easy. This piece is meant to be a more realistic and humorous
interpretation of the family dynamic; children fight, mothers are disappointed, fathers miss out.
The portrait of the man is left to the viewer’s interpretation, whether it
implies the father is disengaged from parenting, the mother is a widow,
or some other meaning. The mid-nineteenth century had a more structured society than today’s, so representing the family in this setting adds
greater contrast between expectation and reality.
Materials Used: Gouache, Colored Pencil
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Olivia Moskot

Vindicating the Feminism of
Mary Wollstonecraft

B

ritain’s politically radical and passionately
feminist authoress Mary Wollstonecraft (1759–1797) is most often
remembered by contemporary scholars for her works Vindication
of the Rights of Men (1790) and Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792).
Through these pieces, Wollstonecraft comprehensively and earnestly
addresses controversial issues surrounding class and gender in the iconic
voice of rebellion that earned her recognition and fame, even in her own
time. Due to the scope of her social concerns, and because of her unique
method of argumentation, Wollstonecraft is studied today in a variety
of academic disciplines. Her use of Christian reasoning appeals to scholars of religion. Her direct contribution to an ongoing and ever-evolving
feminist movement attracts attention from scholars working in the field
of Women’s Studies. Academics of English literature study her use of language and her conceptualization techniques, and the field of philosophy
is beginning to count Wollstonecraft among the ranks of other important
moral and political philosophers of the early modern era. It is my inclination that Wollstonecraft is well placed in all of the various disciplines
that study her for all of the above-mentioned reasons and more. In recent
conversations surrounding feminist ethics and Wollstonecraft, however,
there has been some pushback. Because of the particular use of religious
terminology in her works, specifically pertaining to virtue, some feminist
ethicists have rejected Wollstonecraft’s ideologies, deeming them to be
incompatible with both second- and third-wave feminism.
As an academic who studies both English literature as well as moral
philosophy, I have come to recognize the deep importance of giving consideration to the form, genre, and circumstances surrounding the production of any given piece. Through a precise understanding of the context of
Wollstonecraft’s works, particularly Vindication of the Rights of Woman, I
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believe that some of the tension that has arisen between Wollstonecraft’s
moral philosophy and modern feminist ethics can be resolved. Emily
Dumler-Winckler’s “Putting On Virtue Without Putting Off Feminists”
is especially helpful in going about this task as, in it, Wollstonecraft’s use
of virtue discourse is thoroughly investigated. Dumler-Winckler parses
through the complicated conditions that influenced Wollstonecraft’s
word choices and proves that the moves Wollstonecraft makes through
her language were not only needful, but also continue to harbor the
potential to empower women to this day. By her article’s conclusion,
Dumler-Winckler leaves her readers with two claims about Wollstonecraft’s philosophies concerning virtue. She argues that for Wollstonecraft,
“it is possible to differentiate between true and false claims regarding virtue and its ascriptions; and that the truth of such claims cannot finally be
determined by an appeal to metaethical theories, or by consensus within
a particular community.” Through these two claims, Dumler-Winckler is
not suggesting that Wollstonecraft believes virtue to be relative; rather,
she asserts that Wollstonecraft does not believe any philosophical theory
or facet of society to be capable of fully encapsulating the true nature
of it. Nor would she trust either to responsibly enforce a universalized
concept of virtue, even if it were attainable by and through them. While I
agree that Dumler-Winckler is likely correct in this case, I do believe that
Wollstonecraft herself was actually constructing an interesting definition
of virtue through her works, perhaps without even being aware that she
was doing so. However, regardless of intention, there is an abundance of
textual evidence in Vindication of the Rights of Woman that Wollstonecraft
does end up defining virtue. In this paper, I will argue that Mary Wollstonecraft defines virtue as the capacity for independence and autonomy.
Furthermore, I will establish that, as Wollstonecraft fights to make at least
some notion of virtue accessible to women as well as men, her philosophies are deeply compatible with second- and even third- wave feminism.
First, it is important to understand from where the tension between
traditional virtue discourse and modern feminist ethics derives. The
Merriam-Webster Book of Word Histories provides contextual information
on the word “virtue,” which reveals that problematic issues of gender
are encapsulated in the very seed of the word. The etymological breakdown of the word is as follows: “[ME vertu, virtu, fr. OF, fr. L virtut-,
virtus strength, manliness, virtue, fr. vir man—more at VIRILE]” (257).
The historical development of the word cradled and carried its inherent
masculinity further: “From their word vir, meaning ‘man’, the Romans
derived the noun virtus to denote the sum of the excellent qualities of
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men, including physical strength, valorous conduct, and moral rectitude”
(256, my emphasis). From there, the word “virtue” drifted into French
and then into English, infecting each person and place it touched with a
gendered perception of “the good.”
Virtue tradition was infectious, and Edmund Burke’s particular conceptualization of virtue (a conservative, traditional understanding), as
seen in his works A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of our Ideas of the
Sublime and Beautiful (1757) and Reflections, spread like the virus that it was
from author to politician, from preacher to everyday citizens of England.
It is important to note that many non-fiction works of this time can be
thought of as a form of dialogue rather than as independent stand-alone
pieces. Important literary figures, philosophers, and politicians often
wrote books, pamphlets, and treatises in response to other literary figures’, philosophers’, and politicians’ works. This can be compared to how
contemporary discussions between important figures take place on social
media platforms today. As Burke was a prominent political figure in his
day, Wollstonecraft and many members of her social circle (William Godwin, Thomas Holcroft, Thomas Paine, William Blake, and William Wordsworth) were aware of his writings and took to writing their own pieces
in response. To Reflections, Wollstonecraft directly responded by writing
both sets of Vindications, and Paine directly responded by writing Rights of
Man (1791). It should be noted that, as Burke had done before them, both
Paine and Wollstonecraft used virtue discourse throughout their works.
Additionally, the language in Wollstonecraft’s pieces was influenced by
Burke’s Enquiry—as was the language of the later works of Immanuel
Kant. Dumler-Winckler addresses the shared language between Enquiry
and Vindications, saying, “Rather than rejecting his aesthetic moral philosophy or its most vivid metaphor, the ‘wardrobe of the moral imagination,’
she uses them to undermine the conclusions to which [Burke] thinks his
views naturally point” (347). Wollstonecraft uses a similar tactic in her
approach to virtue discourse. The language of virtue was already present.
It was prominent, it was loud, and it was invasive. And so Wollstonecraft
was left with only a few options: to ignore it, to forget her discourse’s
main concern altogether and focus solely on dismantling virtue tradition,
or to tactfully define virtue toward oblivion.
To define something toward oblivion is to take a word that, by its
very nature, means one thing and to tilt the word’s meaning toward its
original meaning’s opposite until the word collapses in on itself and ceases
to exist. The other possible outcome in successfully nudging a word’s
meaning toward that of its original’s opposite is that the word would
98 | A WOMAN'S EXPERIENCE

evolve until it contained its own antonym, which would likely render the
word useless. What does it look like in practice? Simply put, if virtue’s
original core intent was to encapsulate the very best of “manliness” (Merriam-Webster 257) and “to denote the sum of the excellent qualities of men”
(Merriam-Webster 256) but it is tilted by Wollstonecraft toward its opposite (e.g., to encapsulate the very best of womanliness), then the word
collapses. Consider, today, if we started suggesting that the word man
should apply to women also. We would say that “man” in the hospital is
giving birth, or that “man” is buying hygiene products to better care for a
menstrual cycle. In this example, the “men” we are referring to are biologically, socially, and in every other way women. And, if this were the case,
then we could no longer use the word “man” to signal anything. It could
mean man or woman. The word would have been defined into oblivion.
So, for Wollstonecraft to suggest that society must “let [women’s] faculties
have room to unfold, and their virtues [or manliness] to gain strength”
(125), she is pushing the word against itself. This is because Wollstonecraft
was disinterested in perpetuating the gendered realities of the term, but
rather in encouraging the pursuit of the scaffolding system that had lain
beneath. Rather than trying to encourage readers to embody “the excellent qualities of men,” she was interested in encouraging all readers, male
and female, to embody excellent qualities, period. But, if one kills off the
core of virtue, which is manliness, what is left of the concept to maintain?
This question is best answered through an analysis of Wollstonecraft’s
own text.
First, it is imperative that readers understand that Vindication of the
Rights of Woman is centered around Wollstonecraft’s call for society to
“let [women’s] faculties have room to unfold, and their virtues to gain
strength” (125). She also shifts the meaning of virtue away from gender
when she responds to an unknown writer who “declared that it is masculine for a woman to be melancholy” and suggests that this man must
believe woman “to be the toy of man, his rattle . . . [that] must jingle in his
ears whenever, dismissing reason, he chooses to be amused” (124). In saying this, Wollstonecraft gives woman permission to have and to exercise a
full range of emotions. Virtue, therefore, seems to be tied to humanhood,
and humanhood to independence. The unknown writer Wollstonecraft is
pushing against in this passage is suggesting that serious, rational feelings
are reserved for men alone, and this indicates that he assumes that virtue
(or manliness) and rationality are tied to one another. He then excludes
women from rationality, and (as Wollstonecraft suggests) implies that
women ought to be perpetually pleasing. Men are capable, in this sit99 | A WOMAN'S EXPERIENCE

uation, of feeling the realities of the world, while women exist only to
distract from these realities. But, if the man in this situation were to suddenly cease existing, of what use would his smiling, unfeeling woman be?
The answer is that she would not have any purpose. A person who exists
only to bring distraction and enjoyment to another is not a person at all,
but a plaything. For most thinkers, both then and now, virtue is reserved
for those who are fully human. Wollstonecraft maintains that to be fully
human and not merely an accessory, one must be allowed to experience
rational, serious feelings as well as lighthearted and frivolous feelings.
Therefore, in order to extend virtue to women, Wollstonecraft extends
rationality and, by extension, personhood to her as well. By extending
rationality to women, Wollstonecraft is extending full humanhood to
women and is freeing them from their role as secondary beings. Granting
women virtue is, therefore, less about the extension of rationality and
more about the extension of full humanity—a status of independence. The
ultimate benefit that comes as a result of a woman receiving permission
from society to access rationality is not that she can then feel melancholy,
but that she is being allowed to experience full humanhood as an independent, autonomous being.
Wollstonecraft continues to tie virtue to independence and autonomy
as she asserts that the ungendered bare-bones of virtue serve to dignify all
humans (122). She states that “weakness may excite tenderness, and gratify
the arrogant pride of man; but the lordly caresses of a protector will not
gratify a noble mind that pants for, and deserves to be respected. Fondness is a poor substitute for friendship” (122). Because virtue and dignity
are connected, that which would detract from a woman’s dignity is to
be discouraged and that which excites respect is to be encouraged. Most
individuals enjoy flatteries and care, but being the constant recipient and
never the instigator of these things, again denies an individual his or her
opportunity to have a full experience. Humanhood is about both receiving and showing kindness. It is about complementing as well as being
complimented, it is a give and take. But when one sex is excluded from
the active parts of these exchanges, she falls out of humanhood. For, if a
woman is to only ever experience and deliver tenderness and is never to
have or know power or force, then how is she to have a proper exchange
concerning the moral complexities surrounding each? And how is man
to form relationships with one who does not know the realities of both?
Here, Wollstonecraft’s philosophies imply that a patriarchal understanding of virtue hurts men as well as women. For if a man has put a woman
in a position that she can only ever be secondary to him and never fully
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human, then how is he to be anything more than fond of her? He has
lost the potential for friendship with fifty percent of the population.
And because he has refused to afford respect and dignity to the person
to whom he is to be most connected to in the world—his spouse—he is
doomed to feel a loneliness that did not have to be his. Clearly, the gendered definition of virtue does not only result in loss for women but for
men as well. In her discourse on virtue in relation to female dignity and
respect, Wollstonecraft does not only appeal to men (and society in general) to discontinue their oppression of women, but she appeals directly
to women as well. To those who share her sex, Wollstonecraft says:
I earnestly wish to point out in what true dignity and human
happiness consists—I wish to persuade women to endeavour to
acquire strength, both of mind and body, and to convince them
that the soft phrases, susceptibility of heart, delicacy of sentiment,
and refinement of taste, are almost synonymous with epithets of
weakness. (114)
Through this passage, Wollstonecraft encourages women to acquire
strength and to avoid that which would render them weak. Strength is
a foundational part of traditional virtue discourse— one which many
women are sensitive to because women have classically been seen as
physically weaker than men, and this weakness has been used by even
some of the fairest philosophers to downgrade women in terms of equality. Wollstonecraft’s encouragement for women to acquire strength and
to avoid weakness, however, is hardly rooted in some fruitless attempt
to make all women physically stronger than all men in order to refute
that particular argument. No, strength seems to be tied to virtue for
Wollstonecraft for other reasons. To understand these reasons, readers
need to refer to the passage that comes directly before: “My own sex, I
hope, will excuse me, if I treat them like rational creatures, instead of
flattering their fascinating graces, and viewing them as if they were in a
state of perpetual childhood, unable to stand alone” (114). This section is
often skimmed over or cast as a funny, insignificant aside, but the philosophies within it actually help readers. They help readers to understand
Wollstonecraft’s motivations for maintaining the importance of strength
even with its history of male-exaggerated praise.
First, she brings up the idea that women are often trapped “in a state
of perpetual childhood” (pg 114). What would the consequences be of a
state such as this? The consequences are vast and could fill pages and pages
of a philosophical journal, but I wish to focus on those that feel most
obvious. First, perpetual childhood means a denial of rationality. Second,
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it means never gaining emotional maturity or the ability to fully grasp
complex feelings. Third, it means forever being denied political and social
influence. And, as Wollstonecraft points out most directly, it means not
being able to ever “stand alone,” or be independent and autonomous. As
this passage is directed toward women, it seems that Wollstonecraft is
not encouraging that women rally physical and mental strength to take
on men, but, rather, to take on their own selves. The conversation is not
meant to invite physical fights between men and women over woman’s
right to fully develop, but to invite women to partake in personal development regardless of where their societies currently stand on the propriety of it. Wollstonecraft is inviting women to grow as individuals and to
claim their autonomy, rather than allow themselves to be pacified.
In conclusion, the philosophies of Mary Wollstonecraft are hardly at
odds with those of prominent feminist ethicists of today—especially not
on the grounds of her participation in virtue discourse. On the contrary,
Wollstonecraft’s philosophies attempt to close gaps that existed in her
time, and that still exist today, between the concepts of man, woman,
and humanhood. She takes part in a literary project of dismantling the
limiting gender components of virtue through the art of redefinition and
constructs a version of virtue that concerns itself with humanhood rather
than manliness. She speaks to second-wave feminism by inviting women
to become more independent and autonomous, and to third-wave feminism by inviting men to consider friendship and true connectedness with
women.
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Nosotras

Painting by Ciera Galbraith
We are connected through our mothers. Their trauma is ours, their
struggle is ours, and their triumph is ours. When we learn about our
mothers, we learn about ourselves.
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Olivia Moskot

All That Anyone Could Be
I whisper “where” at once you start
With rumors of my raging heart
And here I breathe with perfect ease
I fall and flail like crusted leaves
The sadness sings like apples fall
Bruising, smacking in the snow
And branches click against the breeze
Like frozen lips, like failing feet
Do you hear the sadness sound?
Sailing sorrows snickering loud
For earth has won his worldly war
But in that death, a silent more
Hush,
the sun has rent her roar

Author’s Note:
I was thinking about Virginia Woolf’s suicide by drowning herself when I wrote this
poem. I was thinking about her exit through an immersion in nature. Her voice is broken
now, but it can be heard in the nature in which she enmeshed herself. The title is an
allusion to her suicide note.

105 | A WOMAN'S EXPERIENCE

Franchesca Lopez

Uninterested
he tells me I am unhealthy
		 and I repeat to myself,
I am uninterested in being ashamed of my body
he tells me I am ungrateful
		 and I repeat to myself,
I am uninterested in being ashamed of taking up space
he tells me I am not good enough
		 and I repeat to myself,
I am uninterested in being anyone other than who I am
he sees flaws, but I see carnations, growing in granite
he says I should cut my hair and a weed sprouts,
		 I braid my hair and turn the weed into a dandelion
he says my clothes are unkempt and my roots are flooded with rain,
		 but I look at myself in the mirror and tell myself he is wrong,
and there is a break in the storm.
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Alexandra Carlile

A Tale of Triumph
Amidst Tragedy
C-Section in Furini’s The Birth of Benjamin and
the Death of Rachel

D

espite being “one of the leading Florentine
painters of the first half of the seventeenth century,” Francesco
Furini is not well known today, and one of his least-discussed
works is The Birth of Benjamin and the Death of Rachel (1632). While this
painting initially appears only to offer a seventeenth-century representation of a biblical narrative, closer examination reveals an unprecedented
reference to the newly-popular caesarean section procedure. Furini’s
reference came at a time when long-existing superstitions continued
to challenge new scientific discovery. Previously, little research on this
painting has been done, and art historians have not connected the piece’s
iconographical implications to its medical context, but the connection
is critical. Despite acknowledging the potential tragedy of a C-section,
Francesco Furini’s The Birth of Benjamin and the Death of Rachel argues in
favor of performing C-sections on living women by focusing on the mother’s ultimate triumph of birth.
Furini’s The Birth of Benjamin and the Death of Rachel (Fig. 1) depicts an
ornate birth scene from the biblical book of Genesis. The painting depicts
three female birth attendants and one man, presumably Rachel’s husband
Jacob, who helps hold her up on the birth chair. The painting includes
opulently decorated birth objects, including silver and gold pitchers and
a basin in the foreground. In the painting, Benjamin’s birth is complete,
and his mother slumps pale and listless against her lavish seat. The woman
on the far left holds the baby, of whom only the head is visible. Another
maidservant in the background carries refreshments to the mother. The
final maidservant, presumably the midwife, is positioned directly in the
center of the work. The curve of her arm directs the viewer’s attention to
Rachel’s abdomen, where the midwife appears to tighten her bodice. This
bodice-tightening, however, is in actuality a reference to C-sections.
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The Scandal of C-Sections
The Birth of Benjamin and the Death of Rachel is unique in referencing
C-section outside of medical textbooks. Previous images of C-sections
were infrequent and usually were woodcuts for medical texts available to
an exclusively male audience. Here, Furini brings the image of a C-section
into a painting accessible to men and women. To make his subject appropriate for a non-medical context, Furini disguises the C-section. While
the midwife in the painting is undoubtedly sewing up fabric on Rachel’s
abdomen, the bodice lacing is also reminiscent of a C-section. At the
time, C-sections consisted of an incision made on a patient’s abdomen
from pubis to umbilicus. Prior to the eighteenth century, this incision
was made on the right side of the patient’s body. The location of Rachel’s
lacing is in the same place—laterally to her right, on the lower half of
her abdomen—and the sharpness of the midwife’s instruments suggests
surgical precision. The curving white line of Rachel’s clothing matches the
incisions of C-section depictions, both having a narrow top that widens
toward the bottom (Fig. 1). Rachel’s bodice lacing clearly references a
C-section, a controversial and cutting-edge topic of the time.
Besides merely containing a unique medical reference, Furini’s The
Birth of Benjamin and the Death of Rachel is unique in overall subject matter. While birth scenes of the Virgin and of Christ were fairly common
at the time, Rachel as a biblical subject was relatively unexplored, and
scenes of Rachel usually focused on her meeting Jacob rather than later
parts of her story. Here, Furini makes Rachel the heroine of her own story
by focusing on her rather than her husband or son. Furini’s composition
is additionally unique in that it combines elements from two different art
genres. The painting mixes the tradition of medical illustrations intended
for men with the older visual tradition of Italian Renaissance birth art
intended for women. Birth art usually showed the mother sitting or lying
down while female servants attended to the newborn baby or brought
refreshments. Similarly, Furini’s painting depicts a number of female
maidservants, who attend to Rachel and Benjamin. By incorporating
imagery from two different types of art, Furini made the surgical subject of C-sections relatable and accessible to a more widespread audience
which included women. The seventeenth century marked the beginning
of childbirth as a science, as men became more involved in a process
that had traditionally been considered women’s work. Previously, female
attendants had been the norm, with male doctors coming only to the difficult births of the wealthy. However, the beginnings of the Reformation
and decreased authority of the Catholic Church allowed for more medi108 | A WOMAN'S EXPERIENCE

cal and anatomical studies, including studies by men into the process of
birth and subsequent publications regarding childbirth.
As science developed and men studied and published on childbirth,
C-sections began to be more seriously considered. Previously, C-sections
had been considered a death sentence and were typically only performed
on dead women to remove fetuses for baptism and likely burial; performing the incision on dead women was permissible only to prevent the
baby’s spiritual damnation. C-sections on living women were generally
unacceptable for fear of unnecessarily killing the mother. Therefore, the
first authenticated C-section in which both mother and child survived
was performed in 1540, but its success remained largely unreplicated until
the nineteenth century. In 1581, French physician François Rousset was
one of the first to advocate for the use of C-sections on living women. In
1596, Italian surgeon Scipione Mercurio also wrote in favor of performing
C-sections on living women. Despite basing his work on Rousset, Mercurio’s works were significantly better spread throughout all Europe, particularly Italy, and his text popularized the issue. Mercurio’s work opened up
a large debate in the field of childbirth: whether or not it was appropriate
or even plausible to attempt C-sections on living women. While some
doctors at the time followed Mercurio and began performing C-sections
on the living, many remained opposed. The issue of performing C-sections on the living therefore became a newly-explored yet controversial
topic in seventeenth-century medical academia.
By including a reference to a C-section in The Birth of Benjamin and the
Death of Rachel, Furini therefore entered a controversial medical and societal
debate. Furini’s work reflects the arguments of Mercurio, which were wellspread. Furini likely was personally exposed to Mercurio’s publications, since
historians believe he made a trip to Venice, where Mercurio’s work was published in 1596, prior to 1629. Beyond just building on the ideas of his fellow
countryman, Furini’s choice of subject was a reflection of the overall societal
trend in childbirth work, as he was a man depicting a previously female-exclusive realm. Although he reflected the scientific progress of the time, Furini
contradicted the traditions and superstitions of the past to advocate for modern science. Overall, Furini’s choice of topic reflected the changing nature of
the childbirth world, as well as the drama and controversy surrounding it.

Tragedy in Childbirth
Furini’s painting acknowledges the potential mortality of C-sections,
thereby validating the concerns of those opposed to the surgical procedure,
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by creating a feeling of tragedy and grief in the figures. The fearful atmosphere is exacerbated by the viewer’s knowledge of Rachel’s impending
death in the biblical storyline. There is a sense of uneasiness in the way
that none of the figures meet each other’s eyes. None of them even appear
to look at the baby, who arguably should be the central figure of his own
birth. The figures instead appear distraught, and the central midwife figure even cries. The arrangement of the figures, particularly the strange
contortion of the midwife, also adds to the sense that something is awry.
This would have been particularly evident to seventeenth-century viewers
because a man was included in the painting. Men were never shown in
birth-scene art, and a man attending a birth was unusual and undesirable.
Generally, the husband of the laboring woman would only be present
if the woman had become so weakened that he had to hold her up—or
if he had to hold her down so that a C-section could be performed. For
seventeenth-century viewers, the presence of the husband in the painting
just behind Rachel therefore indicated that the labor was not going well.
While they would presumably have been able to deduce this from Rachel’s
deathly white skin, her lifeless posture, and the midwife’s grief, the visual
inclusion of the husband adds to the atmosphere of uncertainty .
The atmosphere of fear that Furini created would not have been foreign
in connection with childbirth. Women of the seventeenth century were
terrified of giving birth for good reason: death in childbirth was incredibly common. Approximately 1.5 percent of births in the 1600s ended in
the mother’s death, and most women had many children, multiplying the
chance that a woman would die in childbirth. By specifically choosing
to reference a C-section, Furini addresses a context of childbirth-related
superstition. C-sections were considered to unnaturally upset the balance
of life and death. When the child did survive the C-section, he or she
was haunted by the reputation of being a C-section birth; such children
were considered “non-born,” and many families preferred that an unborn
child be left in the womb than that the mother’s corpse be mutilated
trying to bring it out. Here, Furini creates an atmosphere of emotional
pain and anguish to acknowledge the real concerns of his viewers and
acknowledges the legitimate argument against C-sections amid earthly
pain, emotions, and superstitions.

Ultimate Triumph Through Motherhood
Despite acknowledging the realities of maternal mortality, The Birth of
Benjamin and the Death of Rachel connects the idea of triumph to C-sections
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to argue that C-sections should be performed on living women. The first
indication that Benjamin’s birth was ultimately a success is in the use of
Renaissance imagery-style birth objects in the foreground of the painting.
These objects, which were used as material comforts or rewards for the
mother at the completion of a successful birth, would have comforted
female viewers of the painting. Common superstition of the time even
held that birth objects helped mitigate disaster and make the final outcome of the birth more secure. By including these objects, Furini created
a sense of comfort for the female viewers, and the objects’ presence would
have suggested to Furini’s viewers that the ultimate outcome of Rachel’s
C-section and delivery was success.
Furini further conveys the idea of triumph in his work by referencing
Raphael’s Triumph of Galatea (Fig. 3) in the figure of the midwife. Both
Furini’s midwife and Raphael’s Galatea extend their right arms across
their bodies and look away, and the narratives of Rachel and Galatea
share strong similarities. In Raphael’s fresco, the nymph Galatea flees
from the giant Polyphemus, who has just killed her lover Acis. In Furini’s
piece, the midwife represents Galatea, and Rachel represents Acis. Both
the figure of Galatea and the figure of the midwife are experiencing grief
over the loss of a loved one. In Galatea’s story, however, Acis is turned
into a river, thus obtaining immortality through his watery death. By referencing Galatea’s story, Furini therefore creates a connection to C-sections: the women involved in C-section births might die by water—the
amniotic fluids released when the womb was cut open—but they would
achieve immortality through their death. Furini’s reference to the story of
Galatea therefore acknowledges the tragic reality of death and grief but
emphasizes new life through death. By connecting these ideas to C-sections, Furini made the point that C-sections had the potential to result in
immediate mortal death, but they would end in ultimate eternal triumph.
Furini’s reference to Raphael’s fresco allowed him to connect C-sections with the idea of ultimate triumph; Furini makes a similar point
in referencing his own Hylas and the Nymphs (Fig. 4), which was painted
shortly before The Birth of Benjamin and the Death of Rachel. The viewer
can see Hylas and the Nymphs portrayed in the silver birth basin in the
foreground of The Birth of Benjamin. The carvings on the silver exactly reference the composition of the earlier painting. In the story of Hylas and
the nymphs, Hylas becomes divine through his death by water. Similarly,
in The Birth of Benjamin, Rachel has died via the waters of birth; Furini’s
reference to Hylas therefore implies that Rachel too will become divine.
Although she passes from the reach of those who loved her in the mortal
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realm, Rachel becomes a divine figure, and the story of Rachel in the
Bible indicates eventual triumph even through mortal grief.
Furini picked the unique subject of Rachel to indicate the possibility
of ultimate triumph through the sorrow of death in childbirth. In Genesis 35:16–20, Rachel gives birth to Benjamin and names him Ben-oni, a
Hebrew name indicating sorrow. This first name of Benjamin fits into
the initial feeling of grief in Furini’s piece. However, after Rachel’s death,
Jacob renames his son Benjamin, which is translated in the KJV to mean
“son at the right hand.” This name change in the biblical text indicates
that Rachel’s death was ultimately a triumph. Although she herself died,
she bore a son who would become the head of one of the twelve tribes of
Israel. Ultimately, Rachel brought a son into the world, a triumph that
transcended the tragedy of her death.
Rachel’s story does not end with Benjamin’s birth and her death.
Rachel is mentioned twice again in the Bible—in Jeremiah and in Matthew. In both instances, Rachel mourns for the fate of the Jewish exiles—
an image of grief and sorrow. However, the very mention of Rachel indicates that she attained immortality. Although her story included death
and grief, Rachel lived beyond death. She could advocate for the Jews due
to her triumph in childbirth. The ultimate sign of Rachel’s triumph in
Furini’s painting is the presence of baby Benjamin in the piece. Although
the drama of Rachel’s death may initially cause viewers to overlook Benjamin, his presence indicates the quiet triumph of Rachel’s childbirth.
Despite her death, she fulfilled her purpose as a biblical matriarch by
bearing a living son who would become an important biblical figure; her
story suggests that she, too, would live on in the ultimate triumph of
resurrection.

Conclusion
Using themes of ultimate triumph, Furini’s The Birth of Benjamin and the
Death of Rachel argues in favor of C-sections in seventeenth-century Italy.
His painting suggests the centrality of maternity to seventeenth-century
society while also indicating some of the major medical changes that
impacted women of the time. The painting’s use of drama and emotion
emphasizes the tragedy of death in childbirth, validating the fears of
those opposed to C-sections. Furini therefore used triumphal maternity
to create a subtle yet strong argument in favor of C-sections even while
working in a culture dominated by fear and superstition. Furini’s work,
with its explorations of triumph and tragedy, acts as a reflection of the
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emotional backdrop to childbirth which is relatable even today. As mothers continue to make decisions about C-section and birth, they are faced
with the same conflict between triumph and tragedy that Furini depicts.
Furini’s message of the struggle of life against the harsh reality of death
is timeless, and his painting offers the hope of triumph in the face of
difficult odds.
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Figure 1: Francesco Furini. The Birth of Benjamin and the Death of Rachel. 1632.

Close-up on Figure 1
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Close-up on Figure 1

Figure 2: Caesarean Birth. 1506.
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Figure 3: Raphael. Triumph of Galatea. 1514.

Figure 4: Francesco Furini. Hylas and the Nymphs. 1630.
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Liberian Woman
Painting by Sydney Alexander
“I am not free while any woman is unfree, even when her shackles are
very different from my own.” —Audre Lorde
This piece is of a woman from Liberia. Her three children are pictured at
the bottom, separated from their mother. I made this piece as a commission that will be sold later to raise money to help bring this woman’s three
children to the US, to be reunited with her.
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Kaitlin Hoelzer

The Importance of
the Physical
Lucille Clifton’s Poetry about Bodies

I

n a 2010 article remembering poet Lucille Clifton,
author Toi Derricotte tells the story of a time when Lucille had gone to
do a reading at an elementary school. “She [Lucille] asked the librarian
if they had any of her Everett Anderson books. The librarian answered
that, unfortunately, they didn’t have any of those books in the library
because there were no black children in the school. Lucille replied, ‘Well
you don’t have any bunnies in this school either, but you have books about
bunnies’” (375). Clifton viewed her black skin as an essential part of her
identity. Through her poetry she sought to affirm black identity as well
as celebrate triumph over life’s challenges, from the most petty to the
most overwhelming. Clifton’s choice of subjects, ranging from her uterus
and children to sex and God, illustrate her most personal moments, while
allowing others to identify with and partake in her personal struggle.
In doing this, many of Clifton’s poems specifically affirm physical
bodies. Clifton’s body is a connection with her mother and ancestors, a
tool to control her space, and a site of celebrations as well as struggle.
Through poetry, Clifton creates a space where bodies, especially those of
black women, are valued in their natural form and celebrated for their
personhood rather than solely for physical appearance. In her poetry,
Clifton connects aspects of her physical body to positive qualities she
possesses, elucidating the tie between body and identity. Additionally,
she takes ownership of her physical body and of the space around her,
forcing us to see that while the physical is part of identity, it does not
change someone’s value as a person.
Clifton’s poetry is deeply informed by her black, female identity.
Because these themes underlie each poem, particularly those that focus on
the body, bodies in all forms are affirmed as valid. Derricotte argues that
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“Lucille Clifton gives permission to be ourselves, to trust ourselves” (377).
This permission is evident in the lighthearted nature of “homage to my
hips” as well as the transcendent tone of “[won’t you celebrate with me].”
The poem “homage to my hips” emphasizes Clifton’s pride in her body,
a body that, in some circles, would be looked down upon for failing to
conform to a narrow beauty standard. The first line of the poem asserts,
“these hips are big hips,” which is in direct defiance to the modern rules
of beauty. However, as Clifton describes her hips—”big,” “free,” “mighty,”
and “magic”—she connects them with the positive characteristics she
wishes to embody. Her hips “have never been enslaved” and “go where
they want to go / . . . do what they want to do.” As Alicia Ostriker writes,
“I’ve seen . . . a whole classroom of white undergraduates break into smiles
when I’ve read ‘Homage to My Hips,’ not because these girls had big hips
themselves, but because Clifton’s self-affirmation was contagious” (41).
Clifton is not arguing that one must have big hips in order to have freedom; what she is doing is implicitly showing the reader that the freedoms
of personhood do not require a certain body.
Clifton’s “[Won’t You Celebrate With Me]” continues this argument
in a more serious tone. Clifton emphasizes her connection to and reliance
on her hands; she writes “my one hand holding tight / my other hand”
(10–11), showing how she both physically and mentally relies on herself
alone, as she “had no model” (3) for what to do. Additionally, lines 2–3,
“what I have shaped into / a kind of life,” bring to mind images of Clifton
physically forming a life, molding and carving the “starshine and clay” (9)
into a shape she is satisfied with. In her call for celebration of this accomplishment, Clifton demonstrates her pride in the feats she has achieved
with her physical body as well as her mental acuity. This reaffirms Clifton’s message of total acceptance of the self, both physical and mental, for
it is she, herself, that built her life.
In affirming the physical body, Clifton also connects to individual
body parts as essential rather than ancillary to identity. In her essay “Fat
Liberation in the First World,” Sylvia Henneberg discusses the way that
“the European paradigms of the normal, beautiful, moral, and superior”
are established and repeated from colonial times and continue today.
She argues that because of a focus on a northern European ideal, black
women are either “horridly objectified” by “the cumulative oppressive
forces of misogyny [and] racism” or “render[ed] . . . invisible altogether”
(62). According to Henneberg, “Lucille Clifton has been a steady, if often
unacknowledged, champion of the New Body, proudly showcasing in her
poetry the fat black body as a force of resistance against the oppressive
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effects of racism [and] sexism” as she “claims the right to exist in whatever
shape, color, and age” (63). This has implications beyond promoting body
positivity; it further connects a person’s physical body to their identity as
she proves the integral role bodies play in a person’s sense of self. Clifton’s
poem “to my last period” is an excellent example of this, as is “poem to
my uterus.”
In “to my last period,” Clifton mourns the loss of something that is
universally acknowledged as uncomfortable, but is also intimately tied
to her identity as a woman. Clifton writes, “well, girl, goodbye, / after
thirty-eight years,” (1–2) acknowledging the immense amount of her life
in which her period—a physical representation of her womanhood—has
been present. She continues, “you / never arrived / splendid in your red
dress / without trouble for me” (3–6), which emphasizes the dual nature of
her period: both “splendid” and “trouble.” A short, bittersweet poem, “to
my last period” finishes with Clifton reaching a place of strange mourning
for this often-painful part of being a woman, feeling a desire to “sit holding
her photograph / and sighing, wasn’t she / beautiful? wasn’t she beautiful?”
(12–14). Clifton’s loss at the end of her period illustrates the important
role her physical body plays in her sense of self; though menstruation is
almost never a pleasant experience, it becomes a monthly physical representation of womanhood and of identity in general, a reminder of vitality
in the face of struggle.
Clifton’s “poem to my uterus,” which mourns her uterus as she
mourned her period, further explains the way Clifton connected her
body parts with her sense of self. Her uterus had held children, “dead
and living” (5), but now held cancerous tumors, and doctors had advised
a hysterectomy. This poem displays her serious attachment to her body
parts. Clifton had cancer, but she still did not want to part with this
organ that is essential to her identity. Her uterus is metaphorically and
quite literally a piece of her; to part with it seems to be leaving a constant,
faithful companion behind. Clifton calls her uterus “old girl” (10) as well
as other playful nicknames such as “bloody print,” “estrogen kitchen,” and
“black bag of desire” (13–15). That Clifton refers to both her period and
her uterus as a personified, feminine entity suggests a deep connection,
and the friendly epithet “old girl” brings to mind a comfortable camaraderie. In the beginning of the poem, Clifton asks “where am i going /
where am i going / old girl / without you” (9–11), and later repeats this
sentiment as she expresses her bereavement in the final lines of the poem:
“where can i go / barefoot / without you” (16–18). Without her uterus,
Clifton feels unprepared, “barefoot,” and without direction. Her choice to
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use these personal pronouns rather than talking about uteruses in general
demonstrates Clifton’s feeling that her uterus is truly hers, part of her
essential identity.
The poem “[if i stand in my window]” also focuses on Clifton taking
control over her body; furthermore, it expands this control to the space
around her. Clifton, standing naked in a window, could seem sexualized.
However, as in “poem to my uterus,” the poem emphasizes ownership. In
“[if i stand in my window],” the sense of ownership is in connection with
her nakedness rather than an individual body part: “my window, “my own
house,” “my breasts,” “my black body,” and so on (1–3, 14, emphasis added).
This ownership shows Clifton identifying her personhood with her body
exactly as it is rather than in an ideal form. Additionally, the man in this
poem finds new knowledge from the sight of Clifton’s naked body. That
he would “discover self” (16) and “run naked through the streets / crying
/ praying in tongues” (17–19) as a result of this experience speaks to the
power that Clifton vests in her own body. In Clifton’s poetry, celebration
of bodies is not contingent on size or skin color, which gives permission
for women to accept and affirm their physical attributes. This celebration, important in and of itself, also serves to galvanize female ownership
of their bodies as part of their personality and power.
In her open and honest treatment of bodies, including her own, that
do not fit the first- world paradigm, Clifton “creates a space for black
womanhood” in that her poems often combine the physical body with
other subjects unrelated to body shape or size, which communicates that
“it is entirely possible to achieve self-efficacy and empowered personhood
in a fat black female body” (Henneberg 64). Clifton brings personhood to
the foreground while also emphasizing physical characteristics. “[if i stand
in my window]” depicts this seeming paradox, which allows the body to
simply be, while also linking the physical attributes to the ethereal but
essential characteristics of personality.
The poem starts by focusing on Clifton’s body, then shifts to the more
abstract reality of the mind behind the physical body. This mixture of
subjects—which both emphasizes connection to the physical body and
teaches that the characteristics of that body do not determine personhood—is also prevalent in Clifton’s poem “what the mirror said,” which
parallels the fairy tale “Snow White and the Seven Dwarves” in its request
for affirmation from a mirror. The poem is the mirror’s response to Clifton’s request. It begins, “listen / you a wonder. / you a city / of a woman”
(1–4) and continues, “you got a geography / of your own. / . . . you not
noplace” (5–6, 14). The woman in Clifton’s poem, who is seeking valida123 | A WOMAN'S EXPERIENCE

tion from the mirror, is the same as the queen in “Snow White.” However,
as Scarlett Cunningham writes in her article “Writing the Aging Woman’s
Body,” “Snow White” centers on jealousy of pale skin and youth, whereas
“in Clifton’s revision pale skin does not determine beauty, nor does youth
determine value. . . . In Clifton’s version of the woman’s encounter with
the mirror, a black woman’s size and character confirm her worth” (38).
The mirror’s assertion that Clifton is a “city” with “a geography / of [her]
own” (3, 5–6) makes it clear that Clifton’s size does not preclude her from
beauty. Rather than rejecting the queen for aging and sizing out of a beauty
determined by youth and thinness, Clifton’s mirror “speaks affirmations”
that “worth is not limited to physical beauty alone” (Cunningham 38).
However, “what the mirror said” is not a poem that is predominantly
about beauty. While beauty in connection with Clifton’s physical body
parts is an important part of the poem, more important is the shift from
body to an identity that, similar to “[if i stand in my window],” suggests
that while physical characteristics are connected with identity, there
are much more important factors. The poem continues, “listen, / somebody need a map / to understand you. / somebody need directions / to
move around you” (7–11). The mirror’s validation is emphasizing Clifton’s
intelligence—her mind—much more than her physical body—her brain—
which allows the reader to move beyond a focus solely on an expanded
definition of physical beauty and remember the other facets of worth
inherent in humanity. Cunningham notes, “needing a map to be understood connotes complication in character, intellect and personality” (38).
As the mirror affirms Clifton’s beauty as both inherent in her size and
connected with her mental capacity, it also reminds Clifton of her control
over her body. As “a city / of a woman” in which others “need directions
/ to move around” (3–4, 10–11), her body is something over which Clifton
has complete jurisdiction. Thus, with this poem, Clifton illustrates her
personhood much more than her physical characteristics.
Clifton’s poetry about bodies accomplishes considerable feats, particularly in striking a balance between affirming the physical body as
essential to identity, while also proving that physical characteristics do
not affect the inherent value of personhood. This acknowledgment is particularly important for black women, who have been oppressed for both
their race and their gender for centuries. Tiffany Eberle Kriner writes
about this problem, arguing that this oppression means that “recovery of
a whole self” is vital to forward movement, especially when a “sub-human
self or non-existent self [has been] handed down by oppressors” (194). Kriner, along with many other scholars and Lucille Clifton herself, locates
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the body as “the site where gains in self-creation and voice are to be made”
(195), which adds additional impetus to Clifton’s poetry about bodies.
Her poetry about bodies is no longer just an artistic pursuit or a career;
rather, it is an exploration of the very place where we develop a sense of
self and a voice with which to express that self. In this way, Clifton focuses
on the future, “conjur[ing] in the reader [an] awareness of the multiplicity
of possibilities and futures within any moment” (Kriner 204). Clifton’s
poetry presents a “fully embodied and whole black womanhood” (Kriner
195), which leads the way for readers to both validate their own connection with their physical bodies and separate their physical attributes from
their personhood, allowing women, particularly black women, emotional
and physical freedom to take ownership of their reality.
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Tejas Fruean

Judy Chicago’s The
Dinner Party
An Influential and Historical Masterpiece

T

he feminist art movement comprised a collective effort by feminist artists who wanted to reconstruct the
predominantly male history of art and promote women artists’
visibility in more institutions. Artists in this movement wanted to make
an impact in the world with their art, whether that be correcting predisposed misconceptions or altering stereotypes about women. Because of
the efforts of feminist artists, opportunities were made for women that
had not been present beforehand and allowed others to see life through
the perspective of women. Feminist artists such as Mary Beth Edelson,
Miriam Schapiro, and Lynda Benglis helped pave the way for change to
begin. One specific influential feminist artist was Judy Chicago, who
created controversial yet powerful artworks such as Womanhouse and The
Dinner Party. With three tables each set at forty-eight feet and seating
thirty-nine female guests atop a floor comprised of nearly one thousand
influential names, The Dinner Party, alongside other feminist art, had a
great impact on society and has allowed feminism to be promoted on different platforms. Chicago’s art helped to highlight the struggle of creating
the piece, the bond that occurs between art and people, and the criticism
that inevitably arises from such a substantial and influential work.
The struggles of The Dinner Party occurred all throughout the creation
of this masterpiece and brought awareness to feminism. Prior to this
extensive project, Judy Chicago fostered a strong connection with women’s history which, in turn, helped to define her own feminism. Once
she defined her own feminism, Chicago was inspired to share her views
with others. Chicago was employed at Fresno State College before the
start of The Dinner Party and desired to create an all female-artist environment for her students where she could focus on femininity. Although
her classes were ultimately transformative, Chicago’s students struggled
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with the course load and demands. Chicago and her students later on
moved to CalArts from Fresno State College and completed a different
project entitled Womanhouse, where she used those same techniques in
The Dinner Party.
The intricacy of this piece illustrated the great struggle of creating
such a monumental project. As her group of leaders and volunteers
formed, Chicago’s vision of a great production slowly came to fruition.
The help of Leonard Skuro as a ceramicist, Susan Hill as head of needle-

Judy Chicago, The Dinner Party, 1974–79. Ceramic, porcelain, textile 576 x 576 in. (1463 x 1463 cm)
Brooklyn Museum, Gift of the Elizabeth A. Sackler Foundation, 2002.10 ©Judy Chicago/Artist
Rights Society (ARS) New York; Photo ©Donald Woodman/ARS NY

work, and Diane Gelon as head of administration and fundraising were
a great benefit to Judy Chicago and The Dinner Party. These three individuals aided Chicago in her own struggles, whether it was logistics or
execution of a certain artistic maneuver. Chicago intended for her studio
of volunteers to function in group processes which would aid in the practice of female equality and empowerment. Although beneficial, groups
posed a significant problem to the overall process of The Dinner Party at
times. The group dynamics within the studio were titled “empowerment
within hierarchy” where individuals performed specific tasks to the likings
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of Chicago (Gerhard 109). Women were able to feel important in their
duties, but had to comply with the conclusive desires of Chicago. During
the creative process, another struggle included trying to piece together the
lost history of women. Chicago’s research team of about twenty women
spent nearly two years compiling information about the contributions of
women and whether or not they improved the living conditions of others.
Several other struggles arose through the The Dinner Party as well, such as
the dissatisfaction of viewers that felt unrepresented, volunteers that did
not feel credited for their effort, and the overall time expended.
Despite the struggles of the volunteer artists, The Dinner Party ultimately created a bond with people and, in turn, promoted Judy Chicago’s
feminist ideas. This bond with Chicago’s art appeared negative or positive,
depending on the viewer. Chicago’s ultimate goal was to “[enable] viewers . . . to see the world through the prism of 1970s US feminism” (Gerhard
614). The Dinner Party helped to convey the complications of feminism
in that era. In addition to helping regular viewers visualize the struggles
endured during the 1970s, it helped the artists themselves to visualize them
as well. This four-year long project had a great influence on those who
helped Chicago’s vision come true. Workers came from across the country
to volunteer; most were white and female except for one African-American and one Native American (Gerhard 604). When everything operated
harmoniously in the studio, Jane F. Gerhard explained that Chicago felt
connected to the feminists she was commemorating (“Judy Chicago and
the Practice of 1970s Feminism” 610). Chicago’s volunteers sacrificed time,
jobs, and even schooling to help with The Dinner Party. By spending many
hours with their specific tasks, the volunteers began to grow closer to the
“feminist” that they were assigned to. The needleworkers for the table
runners started to identify with specific women and even view them as
role models (Gerhard 123).
Not only did artists bond with historical feminists but with their fellow volunteers. Those who worked on The Dinner Party grew close to each
other and constructed a unique bond. Women could convene, have a role
in a certain field, and be a part of something greater than just themselves.
Judy Chicago instilled her values of feminism into those who accepted
them. Work was the essence of the studio, and Chicago made that very
clear. Some women during that era did not feel as though they had a place
in society, but volunteering for The Dinner Party reminded them of their
importance in life and the impact they could make on the perspectives
of others. This female environment that Chicago formed brought women
closer together and closer to their histories.
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Although some felt closer to other women and women’s history
through Chicago’s piece, countless individuals argued otherwise. Once
The Dinner Party was displayed at the San Francisco Museum of Modern
Art in March of 1979, there was an outbreak of criticism which came
from several types of people. Artists complained that Chicago’s piece was
not art but was a “craft” instead (Gerhard 615). Artists made these comments because of Chicago’s use of various textiles and modes. Rather than
sticking to one type of art medium, Chicago incorporated needlework,
china painting, ceramics, and other mediums to convey her message of
feminine history. Other criticisms about The Dinner Party came from
feminists who argued that this piece was “essentialist and Eurocentric”
(Gerhard 615). For each seated guest in the party, Chicago created china
plates that resembled the vagina of each specific woman in order to symbolize her feminine identity. Feminists felt as though these plates were
pornographic and contributed to the objectification that women experience throughout life. Despite harsh criticism, the importance of Chicago’s
work was not demeaned in any way; people recognized the significance of
The Dinner Party. The Dinner Party had been rejected by the art world and
disregarded, but that does not mean it did not make a difference. Gerhard
explains how after 1982, no US museum agreed to show this piece, with
the exception of a 1996 exhibit in Los Angeles because of its “overt imagery” (615). It was not until 2003 that the Brooklyn Museum of Art became
the permanent home of The Dinner Party.
Judy Chicago made a significant impact on the feminist art movement, even though critics might believe otherwise. She promoted feminism and brought awareness to those who needed it. Chicago utilized
multiple techniques for her art in order to salvage the past and recognize
the historic accomplishments of women in Western Civilization (Gerhard
126). The multilayered meanings of each facet of The Dinner Party, coupled
with the piece’s symbolism, showcased activism that exists within artists.
The project had its struggles, criticisms, and trials, but that never stopped
Chicago’s process of creating The Dinner Party; she still articulated the
message she intended on sharing. The Dinner Party, although somewhat
overlooked in its time, created a powerful statement to feminist art and
art history in general. In 2019, reporter Brigit Katz announced that a new
exhibition in New Mexico in 2020 would celebrate The Dinner Party and its
impact (“Judy Chicago Retrospective to Look Beyond The Dinner Party”).
With this exhibition, people in this day and age have the opportunity
to not only grasp the value of Chicago’s masterpiece but challenge and
rethink their perspectives.
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Faces

Photography by Sydney Alexander
This was a photography project in which I masked each model in paint in
order to paradoxically expose the beauty and color that swells internally.
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We often mask ourselves in makeup, clothes, and in the way we act
to portray the woman we want the world to see. This project is about
exposing who we really are into the world, to empower and thrive and
flourish rather than hiding our thoughts and our beliefs.
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ON THE COVER:
Confident Young Woman by Betsy Richardson
This painting depicts a confident young woman. She has an engagement
ring on, but she is also wearing other jewelry, like the graduation cap
earrings, which represent her other accomplishments and choices.
Though everyone’s situations are different, I wanted to show that a
woman has a right to her own choices and can accomplish anything she
puts her mind to.

